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MAID FOR THE RUSSIAN MAFIA 


I just want to focus on keeping this job. Times are tough 
and the only job this curvy young woman can find is as a 
maid. 


I just have to keep my head down and avoid my boss. Tall, 
dark and dangerous older man, Piotr a Russian Mafia boss. 


I’m supposed to stay away from him. When he walks in on 
me cleaning his bedroom I think I’m in danger of losing my 
job, the only way I have to pay my bills and stay off the 
street. 


But instead of disgust all I see is heat in his eyes. Could this 
powerful and dangerous older man really want this curvy 
young woman to be his forever? 


*Maid for the Russian Mafia is a SHORT insta-everything 
standalone instalove romance with an HEA, no cheating, 
and no cliffhanger. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


\ / alentina 


I tidy my hair in the rearview mirror, checking one last time 
that I’m neat and tidy. It’s not like I’m going for a big office 
job - just a position as a maid - but pulling up to the 
address has me doubting myself. 


My tiny, beat-up old car - the only thing I could afford 
second-hand after graduating from school and leaving 
foster care - looks ridiculous next to the sparkling, polished 
supercar in front of the house. And as for the house itself, 
it’s more of a mansion. I wasn’t prepared for this at all. 


Of course, I knew the address was on the richer side of 
town, but it’s not like I’ve ever had a reason to come this 
way before. Now, if I get this job, I could be coming here 
every day. 


Should I have worn something nicer? I only have a simple 
black dress with a blazer on, not a suit. It was all I could 
find in my closet that might work on my curvy frame and 
still look semi-professional. Maybe I should have spent a bit 


of money on an upgrade. But if I don’t get the job, it would 
have just been wasted. 


Wow. Time to stop arguing with myself about something I 
can’t fix now anyway, and get out of the car. 


Right. Just get out of the car. 


I’m so nervous it takes me a minute to remember how to 
move. 


I think about heading towards the front door, with its 
imposing columns and double mahogany doors, but then I 
think better of it. Who am I kidding? A place this big will 
have a servant’s entrance, and I’m definitely going to be a 
servant. Nothing more. I follow a path that seems to hug 
the side of the building, cutting through manicured lawns, 
thinking this will take me the right way. 


I hear a sound behind me and freeze, thinking about my 
car. I look back in time to see a small group of men heading 
across the paved area in front of the house, towards the 
supercar. Two of them are dressed in plain black suits, and I 
figure they must be bodyguards. 


The third man makes me catch my breath. Even from 
behind, he has a presence. It must be him - Piotr, my 
hopeful future boss. He wears a dark suit that even I can 
tell must be seriously expensive, maybe more expensive 
than my car. The bodyguards pause to examine my car, and 
laugh quietly - I can’t quite catch what they’re saying, but I 
can guess. Probably something about how cheap and rusty 
it is. 

Piotr turns his head towards them, and I catch a glimpse of 
his side profile. He’s younger than I thought he would be, to 
own a place like this. Maybe in his early forties. I’ve heard a 
few rumors about this neighborhood and the kind of guys 


that live in it. The kind that suggests he didn’t exactly 
inherit his money, or make it through legitimate means. 


I shudder involuntarily as he barks an order at them, 
making them fall in line. His face is all sharp angles, from 
his eyebrows to his cheekbones to his masculine chin. Like a 
man chipped out of a piece of stone. Solid and powerful. 


He turns away and gets in the car, the bodyguards 
squeezing their large frames into the laughably small space 
of the backseat. The engine starts up with a growl, and 
they’re gone. 


I realize I’ve been holding my breath, and exhale, forcing 
myself to carry on towards the back door. What am I getting 
myself into? 


I knock on the unmarked door that I find around a corner, 
and wait only a few seconds before it opens. A woman with 
blonde hair swirled nearly up to the top of her head and a 
chic pencil skirt looks me up and down. 


“Can I help you?” 


“Im here for an interview. Ah, for the maid position,” I blurt 
out, feeling my nerves get the better of me. 


“Come in, then,” she says, looking me up and down. 
“Valentina, wasn’t it?” 


“Yes.” I follow her, self-conscious about my silent flats as her 
heels click away ahead of me. She’s stick-thin, and stylishly 
dressed. I guess I’m not what they were expecting. 


She leads me to a small room with a desk and a plush 
carpet that appears to lead through to another, larger 
room. I can’t see inside before she shuts the connecting 
door with a hard snap, the sound strangely muted by the 


thick carpeting and the carved wooden paneling on the 
walls. 


“Now, Valentina,” she says, sitting behind the desk and 
lifting up a piece of paper which I assume is my resume. 
There’s nowhere else to sit, so I stand awkwardly in front of 
her. “You’re available every day, from seven in the morning 
through to four in the afternoon, correct?” 


“Yes,” I tell her, thinking belatedly to add, “Ma’am.” 


She glances up briefly. I can’t tell if she’s impressed or 
amused. “You’ve already found the servant’s entrance, so 
that’s good. We’ve vetted your work history. This is your 
first position as a maid, correct?” 


“Yes, but I had cleaning duties when I worked at the 
restaurant and also when I was a shop assistant,” I say. “I’ve 
got experience.” 


“We'll see about that,” she says, dropping my resume into a 
drawer and shutting it away. “You’ll start tomorrow. We 
have a uniform for you - though we may need to have it 
altered. We weren’t expecting you to be so... large.” 


I blush uncomfortably. Still, she’s giving me the job. I have 
to be grateful - I need the money. “Thank you,” I tell her. 
“TIl report early tomorrow in case there are problems with 
the fit.” 


“Ask for me when you arrive,” she says, no longer looking at 
me as she rifles through other papers on her desk. “My 
name is Irina. You can go now.” 


I almost want to curtsey as I leave. I’m happy to have 
money coming in now, but at the same time, I can’t help 
being a little afraid. Irina is hardly welcoming, and Piotr? 


Well, I just hope I don’t run into him often in my work. They 
say he’s a dangerous man. He might be attractive, but that 
doesn’t mean he isn’t a killer. Not if the rumors about him 
being a part of the Russian mafia are true. 


CHAPTER TWO 


P iotr 


I take off my coat, and find my old butler already nearby to 
take it. A reliable man. You can’t have too many of those 
around. The man has been working in this house for 
decades, long before I came to be the master of it. Happily 
for me, he doesn't seem to be put out by the fact that his 
previous master had to die for me to step in. I wonder if he 
will react the same way when I’m gone. 


Talking of reliability, I have certain obligations to meet. The 
meeting went well, but there is more work to be done. I 
head towards my office, as I do almost every time I arrive 
home. 


There’s something different about it today, something I 
can’t put my finger on. It puts me on alert. My hands itch 
towards the gun resting inside my waistband. Is something 
happening here? 


The closer I get to the office, the more I notice it. It prickles 
at the back of my neck, tells me that without a doubt 
something has changed. Is there something missing? 


Something here that should not be? Then I grasp it, a smell. 
There’s some kind of scent in the air, something feminine 
and light. What is that? 


“Trina,” I say, striding across the carpet towards my office 
and pausing as I pass her desk. “What is that smell?” 


“Smell, sir?” she asks, looking innocent. She even 
pantomimes sniffing the air, her over-rouged lips pursing in 
thought. “I don’t know what you mean.” 


I almost want to shake the woman. She’s_ always 
intentionally dense when she doesn't want to answer a 
question. She thinks I don’t know. Would I be this successful 
and still living if I truly didn't know everything about the 
people around me? “It’s a feminine scent,” I say, playing 
along. Better for her to think she deceives me. “Light and 
airy. Like flowers.” 


Irina pretends to think. She twists a strand of her dry, 
bleached hair around one manicured witch’s nail. “Well, I 
hired a new maid. She started today. Perhaps she’s using a 
new cleaning product the last one didn’t.” 


“Hmm.” I sniff the air again. Whatever it is, it puts 
something through me. A kind of longing. Strange. But I 
shouldn't have a member of staff who’s unknown to me. 
“Put her resume on my desk. And the background checks.” 


“Yes, of course. Would you like me to ask her to change the 
scent? Or fire her?” 


I look sharply at Irina. We’ve only had a maid for one day, 
and now she wants to get rid of her? What is this woman’s 
game? Whenever we have any kind of new female 
employee, Irina begins immediately to try to have them 
fired. She wants to be queen of the castle. Unfortunately for 


her, the position is not open. I’m too busy to entertain 
thoughts of romance. 


“That won’t be necessary,” I tell her, going on into my office 
and shutting the door behind me so that I don’t have to 
listen to her rattle on any longer. 


Blissful silence. My office is my fortress, and here it’s 
intentionally set up so that no sound from outside will 
penetrate it under normal circumstances. This is the only 
peace that I get, until I’m resting in my own bed at night. 


I can smell it even in here. I sit down behind the polished 
dark wood of my desk and try to focus on a few business 
matters that need to be taken care of, but the scent is in my 
head. Bewitching. 


I find myself standing, running my hand along the shelves of 
the books that make up one wall of the room. I lift my 
fingers to my nose, but I smell nothing. Is this really the 
scent of a cleaning product? Or could it be the scent of her? 


There hasn’t been a real feminine touch around here for a 
while. Irina hardly counts. This could be interesting. 


I make up my mind to meet this new maid as soon as 
possible. Irina comes in to apologetically drop her files on 
my desk, and I tear through the pages. 


Valentina, a young girl just out of foster care, it seems. Sad 
for her. There’s nothing strange in her past, no hint of 
anything that would flag her as an unsuitable employee - 
such as a connection to one of our enemies. There’s no 
picture with the file, which strikes me as strange. 


I’ll just have to get a look at her in person. 


CHAPTER TAREE 


\ / alentina 


I tug on the hem of my uniform again, wishing it was a little 
longer. I give it one more sharp tug, and then I gasp out 
loud as one of the buttons going down my chest pops open. 
Thankfully, there’s no one around to see it. I do it up again, 
and accept the message, tugging on the skirt isn’t going to 
help. 


I’m a few days into my new job, but I still haven’t gotten 
used to the uniform. It’s Irina’s fault, really. When she saw 
me try it on, the sneer on her face said it all. That didn’t 
stop her from going further anyway. 


“It’s a bit of a squeeze, isn’t it?” she said, pacing around 
me in a circle. “You aren’t afraid of a piece cake or two, 
that’s for sure.” 


I flushed bright red, a fact which I could unfortunately 
verify with the mirror directly in front of me. My weight 
wasn’t exactly a sore point, most of the time. It was my 
armor, my defense. I spent large patches of my childhood 


without enough to eat. I wasn’t going to complain about 
putting on weight. 


But as Irina walked around me, I could see what she saw. 
She was right. The uniform was tight - clinging in all of the 
wrong places. The buttons strained to contain my bust and 
stomach, the skirt was at least a couple of inches higher 
than it should have been, and my arms were almost in a 
vice where the short sleeves constricted them. I had given 
up on the shoes, which were far too small to walk in, and 
kept my own flats. 


“Tt will have to do,” Irina said. I was about to ask her if she 
couldn’t order it in a bigger size, when she delivered the 
killing blow. “You’d better stay away from Piotr. You’re so 
ugly, he won’t be able to get any work done. You'll clean 
around his schedule, do you understand? I don’t want you 
in the same room with him. Nor do you, because he'll 
probably fire you on the spot.” 


I have taken her words to heart. Every morning I first check 
the schedule she has posted for me in a little nook in the 
servants’ quarters - once built as part of a traditional home 
when servants would live in, and now a place for me to 
change into my uniform. Even his bodyguards sleep in 
rooms closer to his, in the main house. I change quickly 
there in a cold room with no lock on the door, always a little 
paranoid that someone will come in. 


I make sure to clean the house in a specific order that will 
keep me away from him. There are too many rooms here to 
get them all done in a single day, and so there’s some 
leeway. I can clean his office, or his bedroom, for example, 
when he’s out for a longer period of time. Irina makes sure 
to leave me a note of anything that needs urgent attention, 
or even comes to find me with her face twisted into haughty 


disgust to tell me of a spillage or an accident that needs 
cleaning up. 


Even with being careful, there have been a couple of close 
calls. Whenever I hear him coming - his voice, his dress 
shoes ringing on polished floors where there are no carpets 
- I run into another room and hide until he is gone. 


It’s bad enough that Irina’s making me wear this 
ridiculously small costume. I know how stupid I look. I don’t 
want to make it worse by getting fired for being ugly, too. 


I see things here that make me fearful though. Yesterday I 
ran into a room when I heard Piotr coming down the hall, 
and turned to see that the wall was lined with all kinds of 
guns - big, small, all lethal looking. I had to swallow my fear 
to dust them off, making sure to avoid the triggers. Who 
knows if they’re loaded? All I know is that a man running a 
lawful business is not likely to have so many guns in his 
house. 


Today I’m not allowed anywhere near the dining room. Irina 
informed me in her usual supercilious tone that there was 
to be an important lunch, and people like me could not 
possibly be seen. Now, as I dust the windowsills in one of 
the empty bedrooms, I look out to the front courtyard and 
see several expensive cars parked below. Men with wide 
shoulders and ugly scars lean against them, smoking 
cigarettes. 


One of them is carrying an automatic rifle. Slung across his 
shoulder as if it were an everyday thing. 


My first impulse is to duck, even though I know that’s 
ridiculous. They aren’t here to shoot maids. Still, it makes 
me understand that whoever is eating lunch here must be 
very important. Enough to warrant bodyguards with guns 
and expensive cars. They aren’t ordinary people. 


I look again and make out a tattoo on the back of the neck 
of one of the guards down there. He turns to flick a 
cigarette butt to the ground, letting it peek out of his collar 
even further for a moment. 


I don’t know much about the mafia, but I know this. That is 
a scary looking tattoo. A skull, together with two initials that 
mean nothing to me. Perhaps the name of the man - or 
maybe the group that he belongs to. The group that he 
would kill for. 


The guns, the scars, the tattoos - even the wealth evident in 
the house itself. It all tells one message, and even if I 
wanted to look away and pretend that I don’t see it, I can’t 
do it any longer. 


I thought I knew it before, but now I'm certain. I’m in the 
house of one of the most powerful members of the Russian 
mafia. The head of a house, someone who commands men 
and runs an empire of illegal business ventures. 


Am I scared? I know that I should be. But for some reason, 
when I think about Piotr now and that one glimpse I had of 
his face, he seems to be even more attractive in my memory. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


P iotr 


I shuck off my coat at the door, hand it to my butler. Another 
day, another unpleasant mess dealt with. Why my 
operatives can’t just do their jobs is beyond me. Sometimes 
I think they do it just because they want to see me step in 
and take charge. 


Still, at least it’s over with. I was supposed to stay out and 
have dinner with some friends, but I called ahead to cancel. 
I can’t face it, not now. 


They say that killing a man gets easier the more often you 
do it. I’ve never found that to be the case. 


I guess it’s one of those lies we tell each other, to pretend 
that the things we do aren’t so awful they stain a man’s 
soul. 


I scrub a hand across my tired eyes, my nose picking up the 
scent that has dazzled me for the whole of the past week. 
Instantly I feel just a touch revived. Whoever this new maid 


is, she seems to have that effect on me without ever 
appearing in person. 


Not that I haven’t tried to catch a glimpse of her. She 
always seems to slip away when I’m near. There have even 
been times when I found cleaning supplies, a vacuum, even 
silverware set out to be polished, with no sign of her. I’m 
beginning to wonder if I’ve employed a ghost. 


I walk across the silent carpets to my personal rooms, 
thinking of getting changed, showering, sitting down to 
relax. I open my bedroom door and... 


And there she is. 


She has her back to me, lifting up each item on the marble 
mantlepiece in turn to run her duster underneath them. 
She has headphones in her ears and doesn’t turn when I 
come in. She has no idea I’m here. 


I take advantage of the moment and watch her, folding my 
arms across my chest and leaning against one corner of my 
four-poster bed. She’s divine. Her body offers to match the 
promise that her scent made. She barely fits in the black 
and white uniform Irina has given her - probably on 
purpose, to humiliate her. Whatever the reason, it’s having 
the opposite effect on me. I feel only need, growing in the 
pit of my stomach, unfurling something I haven't paid 
attention to in a long time. There’s enough of her to grab 
hold off, enough to love. Exactly my type. 


She finishes the few items of personal significance I have 
kept on the mantelpiece and bends to brush her duster 
across the marble front of the fireplace, and I almost groan 
out loud. Her ass is tantalizingly close to being unveiled, the 
back of her thighs jiggling softly as she moves. I think about 
walking up behind her and throwing that skirt over her 
head, snatching her panties down and ramming myself 


inside her. Holding onto those wide, child-bearing hips for 
purchase until I lose control. 


I haven’t even seen her face, and her body is driving me 
wild. 


She turns and I drink in more of her. I have time to take in 
the buttons straining across her chest, begging to be 
opened so that my hands can be filled with her generous 
breasts. The wisps of blonde - real blonde, not artificial - 
hair falling down from inside her neat cap, framing her 
face. 


She gasps when she sees me, taking a step back and 
dropping the duster. Her hands fly up to her mouth, but not 
before I see how lovely she is. Big blue eyes, full pouty lips 
that would look perfect around my cock. A beautiful face to 
match a hot body and a maddening scent. 


I need her with an urge that is animalistic, primal. What is a 
princess like this doing cleaning my floors? Has the world 
gone mad? 


I take a step forward. I will claim her, right now. She will be 
mine. She must be. There’s no other possibility. And then 
she speaks. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


\ / alentina 


I could throw up. Seeing him there is such a surprise that I 
almost do. I gasp and drop my duster, and my heart starts 
to pounds so fast I think it must be trying to escape. 


I grab the headphones out of my ears and look at the floor, 
completely embarrassed. I blink back tears. “I’m sorry, sir, I 
didn’t know you were home,” I say stupidly, thinking this is 
it. This is how I lose my job. 


“Don’t you want to pick up your duster?” he asks. He 
sounds amused, but I can’t be sure. 


I quickly bend to grab it, fumbling for it twice before I 
manage to pick it up and stand up straight again. I hear him 
make a strange noise in his throat and risk a glance up. 


He’s moved, his arms down in front of him now, clasping his 
cell phone together just below the level of his hips. Strong 
hips, mounted on tall legs. I take in his broad chest, the 
muscles straining underneath his tailored suit, and if I 


wasn’t already bright red I swear I would flush even more. 
Now is not the time to be checking out my boss. 


Even if my boss is extremely handsome, and even if that 
quirked eyebrow and the ghost of a smile around his lips 
make him look even more attractive. Like a statue come to 
life, all hard angles and impossible grace. 


“T’ll go clean another room,” I say, thinking that I should get 
out of here as soon as possible. If he hasn’t fired me yet, I’m 
sure he will if I stay. 


“No, no,” he says, sitting down on the edge of the bed. He 
grabs a black velvet cushion that normally rests in a pile of 
others and holds it, seeming to relax. “Don’t let me stop 
you. Go on. I’d like to see you work.” 


Oh, no. There it is. A test. He wants to see how bad I am at 
my job so that he can fire me. I give him a nod, unable to 
bring myself to smile, and turn back to my tasks. 


I kneel in front of the marble fireplace, brushing away old 
soot that’s fallen outside of the grate and wiping down each 
of the ornate metal fire tools in turn. I can feel his eyes on 
my back. I pray that I don’t make a mistake and give him an 
excuse to send me home. 


“Tell me,” he says, making me tense up. “What’s a girl like 
you doing working as a maid? You’re young, aren’t you? 
Shouldn’t you be studying still?” 


I clear my throat quietly, wishing I didn't have to answer. “I 
was in foster care. I needed to get a job now that I’m 
eighteen, so I could have my own place.” 


“Eighteen. Perfectly legal and all. You’re a woman, not a 
girl. I should have spoken with more respect.” 


I almost drop the poker I’m holding. More respect? From 
him to me? When I’m nothing but a servant? “Thank you, 
sir,” I say. It’s the only thing that comes to mind. 


“Still. I’m surprised. Someone as pretty as you should be 
working in a restaurant or dealing with customers, at 
least.” 


I almost fire back a denial, but I realize that this is what he 
wants. He’s taunting me. How cruel of him to bring up the 
fact that I’m ugly, and in such an underhanded way that I 
can’t even claim he really said it. “I worked in a restaurant 
before, sir. I wasn’t suited for it.” It’s the truth, and that’s 
all I can give. I don’t want to cry in front of him. 


I stand and turn. I blush again to see that he’s still watching 
me. Probably trying to see if his words have hurt me. I know 
what I have to do, remain professional. Do my job. I put on 
an old veneer and set my face so that he won't see I’m 
upset. 


If only he wasn’t so handsome, so strong and reliable- 
looking, that I want to throw myself into his arms for 
comfort. 


I would lose my job for sure, then. 


I cross to a table at the side of his bed and begin dusting 
each of the items on it, then lifting them to dust 
underneath. 


“Now that I think of it, perhaps this job is a better fit. You 
certainly look at home here in my bedroom. A natural 
habitat for you, don’t you think?” 


My back stiffens. The first time he said something a little 
strange, I thought it was just a turn of phrase. Legal. But 
now this... Can he really, seriously be flirting with me? No - 
of course not. I’ve heard stories about these mafia men. 


They’re all interested in one thing, and only that. He likely 
sees me as a conquest to be had. I can’t give in, no matter 
how attractive I find him. He’s just playing with me. 
Tomorrow, he won’t remember that I exist. Maybe even 
thirty minutes after he leaves me, he won’t remember. 


“In the sense that it requires cleaning, yes, sir.” I keep it 
professional. I don’t dare turn to see if he’s taken my words 
with amusement or fury. I only hope he’ll leave me alone. 


“Well, we’ll see about changing that,” he says. I hear his 
steps behind me and freeze solid, unsure of what to do. 


The warmth of his large hand lands on my back, and he 
leans over me to place a watch on the table. “Do me a 
favor,” he says, his lips so close to my ear I shiver. “Put this 
shirt in the laundry for me, would you?” 


“What shirt?” I manage to squeak. 


He only laughs. I turn to see him dropping a shirt onto the 
floor - the very shirt he was wearing only a moment ago - 
as he walks away, towards his bathroom. The muscles of his 
back ripple as he undoes the buckle of his belt, and I turn 
away as quickly as I can. With a hand shielding my eyes, I 
grab his shirt and run back, noticing his suit jacket laying 
on the bed. 


The bathroom door shuts behind him, and I can breathe a 
sigh of relief. 


The shirt in my hands exudes his musky, masculine scent, 
and just for a moment, I allow myself to go weak at the 
thought of the physique I glimpsed before he was gone. But 
all of this is just daydreams. He wasn’t serious - just 
amusing himself. Like Irina said, he likely finds me 
disgusting. 


I hurry to put his shirt in the laundry room, ashamed at the 
fact that I bring it to my nose to inhale him before I drop it 
into the machine. 


CHAPTER SIX 


P iotr 


The gods must be smiling on me. How else could this 
perfect jewel fall into my hands, just like that? 


Valentina is a delight. As soon as I realized that Irina was 
forcing her to avoid me, I gave her a stern talking-to about 
the dangers of sharing my schedule with others. What if 
some enemy were to use it to plan an attempt on my life? 
She was all fawning apologies, which went on for days and 
was truly irritating. I must have really frightened her into 
believing that assassins are hiding around every corner. 


The upside is that now I may come across Valentina any 
time I walk through the house. She doesn't know where Ill 
be, and she cleans on a much more regular schedule, one 
that is easy to track after she starts out in the front corner 
of the house and moves backwards. 


Consequently, these past few days I’ve found plenty of 
excuses to stay home and wander through my own halls. 
She’s an enigma to me. Every time I attempt a flirtation, 
she avoids me, hides, tries to answer in as professional a 


way as she can. She even pretends that she doesn't 
understand the subtext of my words. 


And yet, every time she denies me Satisfaction, the knot of 
desire in my stomach grows even bigger. 


It’s as if it’s the denial itself which makes me want her more 
and more, though I know it’s not just that. Ever since I saw 
her, I knew I would make her mine. She’s everything I could 
have dreamed of. 


I can barely restrain myself when she bends over in that 
tight uniform, whether tantalizing me with her round ass or 
giving me a glimpse down inside her cleavage. It’s funny, 
the amount of things you can find around the average 
household to hold in front of your crotch to hide your 
throbbing erection. It’s all I can do not to claim her right 
there and then when she bends to clean the base boards or 
to reach a far corner of my desk. 


I get plenty of opportunities, too. I’ve taken to finding some 
excuse to hang around in whatever room she’s working in, 
pretending to file papers or to check books, watching her 
out of the corner of my eye. 


I can see that she’s a good girl. A real good girl - not a bad 
girl pretending. Every time I go out these idiots swarm 
around me, trying to impress me with their slutty short 
skirts and their fake tits. They’ll do anything to touch me, as 
if I will be enchanted from that moment and lay down my 
empire at their feet. 


Please. I wouldn’t waste my time on girls like those. 


I didn’t think I would waste my time on any girl, not until I 
saw Valentina. Now it’s all I seem to be able to do. 


All she wants is to work, to do what she’s expected to do. 
She follows my orders whenever I give them; she knows 


how to do what she’s told. 


I watch her arrange my shoes, smooth down the satin 
sheets on my bed, gingerly lift up a gun from my bedside 
table to clean beneath it. She doesn’t know that it isn’t 
loaded, and it amuses me to see how unused to this world 
she is. Not like the idiots in the clubs who brag about going 
to shooting ranges and the little vain water-pistol stupidities 
they carry in their purses. 


No, my Valentina is an angel. A saint. 
And she is my Valentina, even if she doesn’t know it yet. 


Seeing her in my room is the worst, even if it’s also the best. 
I can barely hold myself back. I know that soon she'll be 
spread naked across those sheets, soaking them, taking in 
every inch of me and begging me not to stop. I just have to 
get her there first. 


Grabbing her and throwing her down is not enough. I don’t 
want her for just a night, just one experience. I want her 
body and soul, for good. I want to wake to her in my bed, 
and beckon me to her embrace when I retire for the night. 


I’m going to sweep her off her feet, in a way that she has 
never experienced before. The way she has been treated 
until now by other boys will fade into a memory she barely 
remembers. If she’s ever had a boyfriend, I will make her 
forget his face and his name. By the time I’m done, she will 
know that her place is by my side - and she will come to me 
with open arms, unable to resist. 


CHAPTER SEV EN 


\ / alentina 


“Good morning, Valentina.” 


I almost jump into the air. How does Piotr always manage to 
do that? He seems to know where I will be and has an 
uncanny knack of coming up behind me now. I’ve only just 
managed to get started for the day, in his bedroom. I didn’t 
think he would still be here. Normally he’s up early. 


“Sir,” I gasp, turning around. “I didn’t think you were...” 
“Still here?” he smirks at my reaction. 


And what a reaction. I can barely think, let alone string a 
sentence together. Because Piotr didn’t just come into his 
bedroom from the hall outside - he came in from the 
bathroom. 


Steam is issuing through the door behind him, although I 
can barely register it. All of my attention is taken up by the 
sight of him, standing there in nothing more than a towel. 


He’s dripping wet, water running down his chest, over 
every muscle and ridge... 


Over his tattoos - so many of them. All across his chest and 
his sides, and down his arms, too. Rather than one big 
design or sleeves, he has individual marks, all of them no 
doubt meaningful and intentional. I wonder what each of 
them stands for, or reminds him of. How old he was when 
he got each of them. I recognize religious symbols, guns, 
skulls, and a compass. 


“Cat got your tongue, Valentina?” he asks. I look up to see 
that he’s still smirking at me, tilting his head back to watch 
me with narrowed, amused eyes. 


“... I was just... you have so many tattoos,” I say. Poor cover, 
but at least better than the truth that I was staring at his 
body. I’ve seen men his age that looked like they were on 
their way out of life. But he has a better body than most 
guys my age. At least, from what I’ve seen on the outside. 
It’s not like I’ve ever taken the chance to see in person. 


He laughs. “Yes, I do. Kind of part of the job.” He lifts a 
fresh towel from the top of the bed covers and starts drying 
himself off. “Do you want me to tell you a story about 
them?” 


I hesitate. I am kind of curious. And I like it when we’re 
talking, until he starts to tease me. “Yes, I would like that.” 


He throws the towel down on the bed and moves a few 
steps closer to me, still wearing only the towel around his 
hips. “TU tell you on the trip?” 


“The trip?” Am I missing something? I feel stupid. “What 
trip?” 


“I have to go away for business.” Piotr turns away from me 
and heads towards his closet, a walk-in space which is 


shielded from my view here when the doors are open. “Just 
for a week or two. I’d like you to come with me.” 


“Me?” He can’t be serious, can he? 


Piotr disappears behind the doors, and a moment later his 
last towel flies out - alone. I gulp, looking at where it’s 
landed on the carpet and trying very hard not to imagine 
what I would see now if I followed him into the closet. 


“Yes, Valentina, you. It will be a bit of a boring trip, to be 
honest, and it will be good to have more company.” 


More company? I guess he means in addition to his 
bodyguards and Irina. Well, then in that case he must have 
a job for me, too. Maybe he wants me to keep the room 
clean, or unpack his things and make sure that he has 
everything he needs. 


A working trip. It sounds nice. I’ve never been on 
something like that before. Actually, I’ve never been on any 
kind of trip, unless you count moving from foster home to 
foster home. 


“If you need me, then I’d be happy to,” I say, with a pinch of 
caution. I suppose it’s the right answer. 


“T thought you might say that.” Piotr peeks out of the closet, 
and looks me up and down. “I’ll need a list of your sizes. I 
have a great personal shopper who will be able to get you 
some things.” 


“My sizes?” I frown. “Are you going to replace my uniform?” 


Piotr chuckles. “As much as I love that uniform on you, I 
don’t think it’s a good look for the poolside. Or the bar, or a 
five-star restaurant. No, Valentina, I’m giving you a new 
wardrobe. That way you don’t have to worry about what to 
pack. Just bring yourself, maybe some entertainment for the 


hours when I am busy with work. For the rest, I’ll make 
sure you are busy. You and I, we have a lot of fun to have.” 


Something is beginning to appear through the fog in my 
mind. Wait a second - is Piotr actually inviting me... as a 
guest? Not as a maid? 


I have to be sure. 
“Sir, won’t you need me to keep the rooms clean?” 


Piotr emerges from his closet fully dressed, fixing his 
cufflinks as he walks towards me. “Valentina, please,” he 
says, coming to a stop right in front of me. “Do you think I 
would book us rooms in a hotel that didn’t already have its 
own maid service? You don’t need to work while we’re away. 
And please - enough with this ‘sir’. Call me Piotr.” 


I gape at him, unable to formulate a sentence. Piotr? Even 
Irina calls him sir. He’s so close to me now, looking down 
from his greater height, his masculine scent perfuming the 
air around us. I can almost feel his body heat. 


What can I do? No one has ever offered me anything like 
this before. Least of all someone that I would actually want 
to go away with. Even if, when we return, I’m back to being 
just the maid again - I can’t miss this opportunity. 


I want to be closer to him, I realize, and not just because of 
the gifts and the holiday and the fancy hotel. I want to know 
him as Piotr. Even if it terrifies me, I can’t resist. 


“So, will you come with me?” he asks. His tone, his smile, all 
suggest that he knows the answer already. Still, I’ll give it to 
him. 


“Yes,” I say, feeling just about ready to collapse at his feet. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


P iotr 


“Are you enjoying the food?” I ask. Valentina’s plate is clean. 
I love to see a woman who appreciates the things I provide 
for her. Over at another table, I can see Irina still picking 
away at half a plate of salad. How dull. 


“Its delicious,” Valentina says, then blushes a little and 
covers her mouth. She glances sideways and I know what 
she’s thinking. That the women at tables around us, in the 
classy restaurant attached to the hotel, are not eating their 
full plates of meat and bread and sauce. They only pick, like 
birds. She thinks she's done something wrong. 


I reach for her hand where it lies on the table. It’s the first 
time that we’ve actually touched. Her skin is warm and soft, 
and I feel a rush in my blood. “I’m glad. It’s nice to see a 
woman who isn’t shy about the things she likes.” I say this 
looking into her eyes, so she knows that I’m serious. I won’t 
have her feeling bad about eating. 


It’s the second day of our trip, and everything is going well. 
Valentina is shy and hesitant around me - I know she still 


sees me as her employer. I’ll change that. Right now, she 
isn’t sure if she could do or say something that could cause 
her to lose her job. She doesn’t yet understand that she 
never needs to work again. 


“That dress was a fine choice. You look beautiful,” I add. It’s 
true; the shopper picked out some great outfits, and this 
red dress is gorgeous. It drips from shoulder to shoulder, 
hanging low to reveal just a peak of her glorious cleavage, 
then sweeps across in an asymmetrical drape at the waist 
to highlight the shape of her hips. She’s a goddess. 


“Thank you,” Valentina says. “I mean, for the compliment 
and for the dress.” 


“Later on, we should watch a movie. What do you think? My 
suite has a home theater.” I take a sip of my wine as if my 
request is a casual one, but I’m watching her closely. I need 
to know that she’s warming up to me. I can barely resist 
keeping my hands off her as it is, and dragging it out like 
this is torture. 


“Td like that,” she says, easily. 


I really think that we could be getting somewhere. I motion 
to the waiter for the bill. There’s no sense in hanging 
around if the promise of something more awaits. 


“This is your suite?” she asks, looking around with 
unconcealed awe. 


“Yes, it’s my usual whenever I stay here. In fact, your rooms 
are part of the same suite, really. I asked them to 
reprogram the keys so that you would feel more at home in 
your own space.” I head to the counter and another bottle 
of wine, and fetch two glasses to pour it into. 


She turns and looks, and I see her notice the door that 
connects the two parts of the suite. It’s locked, and only her 
key will open it. She needs to know that she’s safe with me, 
and that things can go at her own pace. I want her to know 
that. 


“But where’s the home theater?” 


I chuckle, and slip by her to the lounge area. I pass my hand 
across her waist as I go by, as if to keep her from colliding 
with me while I move...but in reality because I don’t want to 
keep my hands off her. A panel on the wall holds several 
buttons and knobs, and I press a few in rapid succession 
before standing back to watch her face. 


She’s surprised and delighted as the widescreen television 
slides up out of the fireplace, the speakers emerge from 
decorative columns, and the lighting changes to allow a 
softer mood. It’s one of my favorite parts of this suite. 


“That’s amazing,” she beams. 


“Would you like some popcorn? You can feel free to choose 
the movie.” 


“Please.” She steps over to the couch and sits, using the 
remote to browse through the options. I watch from the 
corner of my eye as I turn on the popcorn machine and fit it 
with an empty bowl, and I see her choose an old Hollywood 
romance. I smile to myself. This is all going very well 
indeed. 


I sit down next to her, bringing over the bowl of popcorn 
and placing it down between us. It rests against my leg and 
hers. She shivers and gasps. 


“Are you alright?” 
“The bowl,” she says, and laughs at herself. “It’s cold.” 


I shift it onto the top of my leg, then move over to eliminate 
the distance between us. Our legs press together, warm 
flesh through our clothes. “Better?” 


She takes a moment, but she smiles at me, looking up 
through her eyelashes. “ Better.” 


“Good.” 


The credits are rolling on the film, so I take a handful of 
popcorn to encourage her. Soon we’re enjoying the movie, 
as Valentina digs in happily. I spend more of my time paying 
attention to her than to the movie. Does she know how 
much she’s driving me crazy, sitting so close? How much of 
her body I want to touch, how I want to make her call out 
my name in ecstasy? 


My cell vibrates in my pocket. I draw it out in disgust to 
turn it off, but the screen display makes me pause. I have 
missed calls and emails, and other messages too. One of the 
most recent is from one of my men, someone I trust. 
Someone I have trusted with a very important mission. He 
has news for me if he’s calling me. 


It’s regretful, but I can’t miss this. I’ve been waiting a long 
time to receive this message, and now that I see it, I can’t 
ignore it. 


“Excuse me for a second,” I say. 


Valentina looks up in surprise, and I imagine she even 
seems a little hurt. But I lift my cell and give her a shrug of 
apology, and head to the balcony, where she won’t hear me. 


“Yes?” I answer the call. 
“Boss, we have him.” 


I let out a slow, heavy breath. We’ve been looking for him 
for years, and now he’s in my grasp. At last, I can finish 


what I started. 
But it just had to be tonight, didn’t it? 


“Bring him to me. Tomorrow morning, we finish the deal. 
Don’t let him out of your sight.” 


“Yes, boss.” 


The call ends, and I look through my other messages briefly. 
Most of them are from Irina, reminding me about this thing 
or that. I’ve been blowing off work since we arrived, it’s 
true. I came here to work, but I can’t seem to drag myself 
away from Valentina. 


It’s unusual for me. I don’t look at women, not usually. 
They’re all the same to me, just colleagues or employees. 
Never anything more. For the first time, I’m distracted. 
Perhaps weak. 


Tomorrow I'll be myself again; the man I’m expected to be. 
But tonight, there’s a woman who has my full attention. I 
won't let it be ruined by this. 


I sit down next to Valentina, just as close as before. 
“What did I miss?” I ask. 


“They finally kissed,” she says, with emotion. “She wasn’t 
sure, and ran away. Now he’s looking for her all around the 
town, to let her know the whole business with his sister was 
just a misunderstanding.” 


“Ah, that’s a shame,” I murmur. My eyes are on her lips as 
she turns to look at me. “I didn’t want to miss the kiss.” 


She hesitates, wavers. I can see that she doesn't know if I 
really mean it. I do, and Ill show her. I lean down, my hand 
straying to delicately hold her chin up towards me, and I 
melt our lips together. She shivers, just once, and relaxes 


into my touch. It’s slow and sweet, and even so, it builds a 
fire inside me. 


But not yet. I pull away and look into her eyes for a moment 
longer, then turn back to the screen. She must know I’m 
courting her, truly; this isn’t simply about sex, though I 
can’t wait to explore those delights in particular. No, this is 
about more than that. I extend my hand to wrap my fingers 
around hers where they sit in her lap, my arm resting 
against her thigh, and I take pleasure in listening to the 
hitch of her breath and how it comes faster after that. 


CHAPTER NINE 


\ / alentina 


I feel as though I must be in a dream. The last few days 
have been magical, and Piotr keeps showing me more and 
more how serious he is about his flirtation. 


The clothes, the jewelry he bought for me, the shoes - all of 
it’s incredible, so much more than I could ever afford for 
myself. I almost feel guilty for taking it, but he has assured 
me time and again that the cost is a drop in the ocean to 
him. That he would like to buy me much finer things. 


I can’t even imagine anything finer than this place. The 
hotel suite is bigger than my apartment, and so lavishly 
furnished. 


Last night - last night was the most exciting of my life. 


After a wonderful meal, at last he kissed me. I can still feel 
the shape of his mouth against my lips. I can taste him, dark 
and mysterious. 


Tonight, I think I may leave the door between our rooms 
unlocked. 


I’m giddy just thinking about him. I feel like a stupid 
schoolgirl. At every turn I ask myself again, could someone 
like Piotr really be interested in me? But I know he is. I feel 
it now. I understand that women like Irina are irritating to 
him. How funny. She’s treated me so badly, and now it’s me 
who has his attention. 


I walk out into the main room of the suite, where he told me 
I was welcome to relax at any time. Today I’ve chosen a 
simple sundress, made of a floaty material that doesn’t cling 
to my body or make me feel self-conscious. The personal 
shopper Piotr hired for me was so good, and I feel amazing. 


The suite feels strangely cold and empty. Where is he? I 
turn into the kitchenette, and I see it, a note on the counter. 
The single piece of paper is marked by angular letters with 
sharp, defined strokes, which I know instinctively must be 
his handwriting. 


Urgent business meeting. Amuse yourself. I'll be back this 
evening. Piotr. 


I smile to myself, reading the note over again. He didn’t 
have to leave me a note or explain himself to me. After a 
moment’s thought I pick the note up and slip it inside my 
new purse, thinking to keep it for later. If we really are 
starting something here - if, dare I dream it, we might end 
up in a real relationship - then it will be something lovely to 
look back on. 


I wonder what I’ll do for the day. Maybe I can show him 
some token of my appreciation for all the gifts he’s given 
me, and for bringing me out here. It’s not like I can afford 
to buy him something on anything similar to this scale, but 
maybe I can offer something personal. What could I do...? 


Looking around the kitchenette, an idea comes to mind. 
There are all kinds of utensils here, and a working oven and 
cooker. They say the way to a man’s heart is through his 
stomach, and I know how to cook. Piotr is something of a 
traditional man, I think he’ll appreciate it if I prepare him a 
meal. 


I think of the perfect recipe and grin to myself. Yes, I can do 
this for him. I just need the ingredients. 


There’s a driver assigned for me to use whenever I want to 
go out into town - Piotr already introduced us and gave me 
his number. I head out of the suite, careful to make sure the 
door is locked behind me. 


The hotel is big, with sprawling grounds that include 
swimming pools and tennis courts. I manage to get myself 
turned around on the way to the main reception area where 
I will find the drivers near their cars, and soon find myself 
in a quieter area. There’s a large courtyard up ahead, and 
looking up, I realize that it’s the one we can see from the 
suite. Only Piotr’s room looks out over this area, making it 
as private as possible. 


I think it would be fun to see the courtyard from ground 
level, so I push on. I’m almost at the entrance, however, 
when I realize that one of Piotr’s guards is standing in front 
of the narrow entranceway which leads through to the open 
space. He has his hands folded in front of him, and an 
earpiece in his ear, like a bouncer. 


He must be stopping others from going through - but why? 
Is this where Piotr is holding his meeting? 


A sudden impulse takes hold of me, and I retrace my steps 
as fast as I can, glad that I chose to wear a pair of flat 
sandals today. I make it back to our suite much quicker than 
my journey down, getting the paths right this time. 


I don’t hesitate. I have already discovered that my keycard 
will unlock both my rooms and Piotr’s, even if his doesn’t 
work on mine. He said I could enjoy the space as I pleased, 
so I head into his room and straight for the large, floor- 
length windows which take up one wall of the room. 


There they are. In the courtyard below, I can make out Piotr 
easily. His body, the way he stands - it’s become familiar to 
me already, and I recognize him even from behind. He’s 
standing in front of a group of his men, who have - what is 
that...? 


A man - they have another man, and they’re holding him 
between them. It looks as though his hands are tied 
together with something, maybe plastic. He’s shaking his 
head, over and over again, and he looks scared. There are 
bruises around his eyes, and cuts across his forehead and 
mouth. What are they doing to him? 


As I watch, Piotr steps forward and raises his fist, delivering 
a harsh blow across the man’s face. I flinch and cover my 
mouth. What is he doing? Oh, god - and now he’s hitting 
him again - and again. I can barely look. 


I’m paralyzed until he stops. He makes a gesture with his 
hands, and the men in front of him drop the man to his 
knees. He sways for a moment, unable to pick himself back 
up. They all step away, and then Piotr reaches behind his 
back. His coat sweeps out of the way for a moment, and I 
see - a gun in his waistband... 


I crash away from the window, scrambling to run from the 
room and go into my own area, behind the locks. I check 
and double-check them. Oh, god, how could I let myself 
forget who Piotr really is? He’s not a good man - I should 
have kept that in my mind. He’s a criminal, a mafioso. 


Now I know what kind of business he really carries out 
when he goes to his ‘important meetings’. 


I sit with my back against the door, hugging my knees, 
afraid that he’ll try to come in. At least I have the protection 
of the locks. 


It takes me hours to calm my breathing, and when I do, I 
know what I have to do. I can’t risk angering him. What if 
he turned that violence on me? 


“Valentina,” he calls out, as he comes into his suite. I can 
hear him from behind the door. “Darling, are you here? I 
made a reservation at the restaurant.” 


Darling. I remember now how he’s been with me - how 
charming and thoughtful, how he’s given me everything I 
needed and more. 


Would he really hurt me? 


CHAPTER TEN 


P iotr 


I’m pleased that business is over at last; I’ve been looking 
for that man for a long time. It feels like a weight has been 
lifted off my shoulders at last. I feel lighter - and even more 
so when I remember that Valentina is waiting for me back 
at our suite. 


I sweep into our rooms joyfully, not even bothering to take 
off my coat as I stride across the distance to the door 
between our areas and rap quickly on the wood. “Valentina! 
Are you here?” 


There’s a pause, and I’m almost about to knock again when 
I hear her voice pipe up. “ Yes...hold on.” 


I wait respectfully, not wanting to push her. After all, what 
she does in order to prepare to see me will benefit me in 
the long run. If she feels the need to powder her nose or 
change into something more delightful, so much the better 
for me. 


I also want her to know that I will wait for her. That I will 
respect her needs, and observe them. She should always 
feel safe around me, considering that she will be mine for 
the rest of our lives. Even if she hasn’t quite caught on to 
that yet. 


At last, she opens the door and stands before me. Lovely as 
always, her makeup looks freshly applied, her cheeks dewy 
and lightly sparkling in the lights of the room. She’s 
wearing another of the dresses I picked out for her, a black 
cocktail number that drapes across her waist and flutters 
with light gauzy sleeves across the top of her arms. 


“Good,” I purr. “You look perfect. Come. Let’s go out for a 
drink.” 


She checks her watch hesitantly. “Isn’t it a little early?” 


I laugh. “Exactly. Far too early to go for dinner. So, we’ll just 
have to go to a bar for a while instead.” 


She looks as though she might protest for a moment, but 
then she ducks her head and nods. “TIl just get my bag.” 


Curious. What’s that about? It’s like she’s found her shyness 
around me all over again, just when I thought we were 
getting somewhere. 


We sit together in the back of the car as it drives us the 
short distance to a favorite bar of mine in this town, an 
elegant place that’s known as somewhere to be seen. Yes, I 
like that idea, let them see her with me. Let any man 
around here know that she’s mine, and not for stealing 
away. 


She’s quite on the way there. “What did you do today?” I 
ask. 


“Oh, nothing,” she says quickly. She blushes, for some 
reason, and looks out the window. “I just stayed in the room 
and rested.” 


“That’s sensible.” Even with her reticence, I risk sneaking 
my hand across to hers and squeezing. “There’s much more 
fun to be had in the evenings. I’m glad you’ve saved up your 
energy for me.” 


I’m rewarded with a quick, surprised glance, and what I 
think might be the first hint of a smile. Hmm, alright. 
Whatever’s on her mind, it seems that it’s manageable. 


We arrive in no time at all, and I make sure to help her out 
of the car and then put her hand on my arm as we walk in. 
She’s nervous and hesitant, like she’s never been treated 
this way before. I smile as I watch her take in the bar, a 
very modern design, with obsidian and glass everywhere 
and interactive panels everywhere from the tables to the 
walls. The dark-suited waiter recognizes me by sight and 
ushers us over to a private booth, behind not a red rope but 
a black one twisted with Swarovski crystal chains. 


There we sit, able to look out over the rest of the bar and 
see the other patrons, but isolated in our own little world. 
Just perfect for getting to know one another better. 


“What can I get you to drink?” I ask. 


Valentina shrugs a little. “I don’t know. I don’t drink very 
much.” 


“Of course you don’t.” I smile and reach out to tuck a strand 
of hair behind her ear. “Miss innocent. You are too good for 
me, aren’t you?” 


She’s flustered, unsure of whether to agree or not. I laugh 
and save her the awkwardness. 


“TIl order you a cocktail. If you don’t like it, we’ll try 
something else. We can try the whole menu if you want, to 
find out what your tastes are.” I press a few quick swipes 
across the surface of the table itself, placing an order for 
the both of us - a simple but expensive vodka for me. 


I’m about to ask her something about herself - perhaps her 
childhood - when my phone buzzes in my pocket. I tsk and 
pull it out, thinking to turn it off, but when I see the caller 
display I pause. It’s one of my trusted men, and he wouldn’t 
call without cause. He knows where I am. 


“Please excuse me, darling.” I get up with a look of apology. 
“An important call. I’ll return to view your beauty again as 
soon as I’m able.” 


I get out of the booth and take a shortcut I know down 
through to the staff access, and through to a corridor 
where I know from experience I’m not likely to be 
disturbed. When a body pushes through the door between 
here and the bar, I get an occasional glimpse of her. I watch 
her sitting alone, receiving the drinks and trying hers, 
trying to pay attention to my call. 


The next time the door swings open, every muscle in my 
body stiffens, and I’m on high alert. 


There’s a man leaning over the black rope, talking to her. 


“Pavel, I have to go,” I tell him. “Send me the details. TIl 
deal with this later.” I end the call against his complaints, 
and stride back through to the bar. 


a 


. over this side with me and have a dance?” the man is 
asking as I come into hearing range. I don’t know or care 
who he is; he looks and sounds like a simple sleazeball. 
Slicked back dark hair, a suit that doesn’t quite fit - should 
he even be in this place? He looks cheap. 


“Hey.” I walk over to him and grab his arm, pulling him 
around to face me instead of Valentina. “What’s going on 
here?” 


“Chill, man,” he says, brushing my hand away. “The 
beautiful lady was just about to come and dance with me. 
Isn’t that right?” 


I don’t have to look at Valentina to know the answer, but I 
look - and I see that she looks uncomfortable, even scared. 
No one makes her feel that way. And especially, no one 
comes onto her. This man has made a grave mistake. 


“You’re going to leave this bar,” I tell him firmly. “You’re 
going to walk down the street, get in a car, and leave this 
town. If I see you again, that will be your biggest mistake.” 


He laughs heartily, though I don’t think there’s anything 
funny about what I just said. 


He goes as if to turn back to Valentina and ignores me, so I 
grasp his fingers swiftly in one of my hands. He looks down 
with a frown and opens his mouth to protest, but before he 
can, I give a sharp tug backwards and feel his index and 
middle fingers snap. 


He gasps in pain, his eyes following the agony that will now 
be washing over him and taking in the sight of our hands 
together, his fingers at an unnatural angle. 


I watch his face. First there’s shock and disbelief, anger and 
pain. Then he sees it, the place where the cuff of my shirt 
rides up and exposes a tattoo. A tattoo that, if he’s really 
anyone to be hanging around in here, he ought to 
recognize. 


His eyes flash across my hand, which I turn to show him, 
making him wince and gasp again. He sees the markings on 
my fingers before I let go. He gets the point. 


“T- I’m sorry, sir,” he stutters. “I didn’t - I wasn’t - I'll be 
leaving now. You - you won’t see me again.” 


“Good,” I say, bestowing a smile upon him as though we are 
parting friends. He hurries away across the bar and is gone, 
clutching his wounded hand against his chest. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


\ / alentina 


I don’t know how to feel, or what to think. I was afraid of 
Piotr, but as soon as I saw him again I felt safe, as if I knew 
instinctively that he would keep me from harm. Then in the 
bar he wielded such power - both physical and 
psychological, the creep who tried to hit on me going pale 
like he’d seen a ghost when he realized who Piotr is. I’ve 
never seen anything like that before. 


When he sat back down with infinite care, asking if I was 
alright, I knew the distinction. Piotr may be a dangerous 
man where others are concerned, but not for me. Never for 
me. 


We head to dinner not long after the incident with the 
stranger, and there Piotr makes sure I feel special. We have 
a reserved table out of the way of other diners, but I could 
see how others turned and watched him pass by. How they 
took him in, some of them recognizing him; the respect and 
sometimes fear that he commands. 


I can’t help but watch him as we eat. His broad shoulders, 
so strong and inviting. The fine lines of his face, that make 
him seem as though he were a statue carved from stone, 
every angle impossibly perfect. The delicate touch he has 
with everything, even though it looks as though he ought to 
be able to crush anything with his bare hands. When he 
pulls a rose from the centerpiece on the table and tucks it 
behind my ear, that light touch stirs a flame inside me. 


I can’t deny it any longer that I’m attracted to him, and 
that, despite my initial misgivings at the fact that he is my 
employer, I know I’m going to give in. 


“Come,” he says, when we're finished, with that way of his. 
He holds out his arm and waits until I’ve slipped mine 
through it, and then we walk out across the restaurant 
again, holding the attention of those we pass by. It almost 
makes me want to blush and hide my face. I’ve never been 
someone that people paid attention to. 


Piotr is used to it, and he has a kind of swagger to him that 
sweeps me along. It feels strange and terrifying and 
exciting, being someone that people will stare at. I don’t 
know whether I like it or not, but it’s new and different. I 
find myself walking taller, pushing my shoulders back. Out 
of all the women who must want him, Piotr wants me on his 
arm. That really means something. 


We pull up to the hotel and walk to our suite, through the 
private gate which only Piotr has access to. Our suite, I’m 
already thinking of it that way. And if I threw open the doors 
and removed the barrier between us, what then? Would it 
really be so bad? 


We sit on the lavish sofa with a bottle of wine between us, 
and Piotr runs his eyes over my body from top to bottom. 
“That dress is a sin,” he says. 


“What?” I blurt out, taken aback. 


“It’s a sin,” he repeats. “It must be the devil’s work, to look 
so good.” 


I can’t help but laugh. “Well, you are the one who bought it 
for me. You should know if the devil made it or not.” 


“T don’t think it’s the dress’s fault,” he says, a twinkle in his 
eye. “Rather, the body beneath it.” 


I feel a thrill run through me at his words. No one has ever 
spoken to me this way before. “You don’t mean that,” I say, 
shaking my head. The denial comes naturally, even if I want 
him to say more. “My body is...” 


“Voluptuous,” Piotr fills in, not allowing me to finish. He 
reaches out and grasps my hand, and then plants a kiss 
after each of his words, traveling from my fingers up my 
arm. “Heavenly. Goddess-like. Luscious. Entrancing.” 


My breath catches in my throat. Every trace of his lips on 
my skin is dizzying. I can barely concentrate. The rest of the 
room disappears around us. 


“Most people don’t think like you,” I breathe. I think of the 
jibes I’ve heard, the comments about my weight. The 
cruelty. Even Irina, judging me with her eyes as she looked 
me up and down in my uniform. 


“Most people are afraid,” he breathes into my ear, hooking 
my chin with his fingers and turning me to face him. Our 
lips are so close I can feel his breath as he speaks. “Women 
are afraid because they know men will want you. Men are 
afraid because they know you're out of their league.” 


“You aren’t afraid?” I ask, my voice barely more than a 
whisper. 


He grins. “Valentina... I’m not afraid of anything.” He leans 
down then and kisses me, soft at first and then deeply, his 
tongue pushing past my lips to engage in a dance that takes 
all of my attention. 


Then there’s more, his hands slipping up over my arms on 
both sides, leaving goosebumps in their wake. They slip 
over my shoulders and around my neck for just a second, a 
sense of danger that makes me stiffen up and then gives 
way to more intense pleasure when one hand slides away to 
cup my face - and the other down, over my chest. 


I moan out loud as his fingers trace the shape of my breast 
through my dress, caressing and defining the limits, gently 
and without any pressure. I want more. I’m momentarily 
embarrassed to have made the noise, but he responds to it, 
pushing my head back against the cushions of the couch 
and bending his head to plant kisses along my neck. 


His lips dip down, to the space between my breasts, then up 
again to reclaim my mouth as his hands work on tugging 
the fabric of my dress away. And, oh god, this is terrifying 
because no one has ever gone this far, no one has 
undressed me with their hands, touched me in this way. 
But, oh god, I want more. 


I want Piotr. 


With a smooth motion his hands slip inside the front of my 
dress and pushes, the fabric sliding away and starting to 
move down my arms away from my shoulders, my bra now 
exposed. A lacy number, another of the gifts that he had for 
me. I thought the least I could do was wear it. I don’t know 
if I expected that he would ever see it, but as he breaks our 
kiss to shower me in appreciative glances instead, I’m glad 
that he has. 


“Valentina,” he breathes, taking my breasts in both of his 
large hands and squeezing lightly, and even the sound of my 
name on his lips is almost more than I can bear. I let him 
take control, watching in fascination as my flesh spills over 
his fingers, almost too much for him to hold. 


He pulls me forward suddenly so that I’m sitting upright, 
my back away from the couch. While his lips press against 
mine, roughly kissing and raising chills up my spine, they’re 
matched by the cool air that hits my skin as he expertly 
unzips the back of the dress. Then his fingers work quickly, 
twisting something on my back before letting me fall back 
down to a more comfortable position, and..oh...my bra...he 
was undoing the strap... 


He moves with precision and reverence, sweeping the dress 
down over my arms in a long motion that has me shivering 
and gasping, tilting my head to seek out his lips. His mouth 
covers mine as his hands move to my bra, gently tugging it 
down over my shoulders and away from my body entirely, 
leaving me naked from the waist up. 


He breaks the kiss again to take me in, his eyes heavy and 
lidded with desire, a sight that almost sends me wild in 
itself. Then he lowers his head to run his tongue around one 
of my nipples, while the other he traces in circular motions 
with his finger, and I throw my head back and gasp for 
breath. 


I know he enjoys my breasts from the way he groans, long 
and low in his chest, a rumble that passes through me as he 
kneads them with his hands and moves his lips from one to 
the other. It fills me with a kind of pride I’ve never felt. I 
never want this to stop. 


Piotr shifts, and I almost let out a groan of complaint. I hold 
myself back as he maneuvers me, pushing my shoulders 
back until I’m lying across the couch, my head back on the 


cushions at the far end. He seeks my eyes as he grasps hold 
of the bottom of my dress and tugs it, pulling it down the 
length of my body to drop to the floor. 


The only thing that stands between us now are my panties. I 
thought I might feel shy or ashamed to be so naked in front 
of another person, but his gaze rakes over my body like a 
heatwave, drinking me in. I see no judgement in his eyes, 
only need. I want his eyes on me forever. I want the way he 
makes me feel like a goddess, like the woman he describes. 


He takes his time removing my panties, pulling them slowly, 
slowly, unveiling me inch by inch. Oh god, to have a man 
there between my legs, looking so closely at my most 
private parts, examining them, smiling and licking his lips. I 
could never have imagined... 


Then my panties are gone, joining the rest of my clothes on 
the floor. I wonder if I should reach for his shirt, 
reciprocate, but he dives forward, his hands going under 
my ass and his face right towards my center. What is he - 


Oh. 


His warm tongue laps at my folds, a sensation I could not 
have imagined until now. Long, slow licks combine with 
quick flicks and sucking motions around the magical button 
of pleasure buried within them, as though Piotr is seeking 
some long-forgotten treasure, calling tingles through my 
whole body and shivers through every one of my veins. I 
open my legs wider to him, allowing him to angle his tongue 
deeper inside me. 


I can’t see him; I can’t keep my eyes open against the 
sensations that are rolling through me. A finger joins his 
tongue, pushing inside me and stroking my inner walls as 
his tongue continues to work on me. 


It feels as though a deep wave is rising inside of me. It 
washes forward faster and faster, crashing in pleasure and 
then rising again, Piotr’s tongue and fingers calling it 
forward and ebbing me on, on, on. 


It crashes then at last, shuddering through me with great 
power, making my whole body shake and twitch. I can feel it 
everywhere, so strong I can’t hold on to anything else, like 
all I am is a collection of nerve endings suspended in space. 


I come back to myself gradually as the pleasure sweetly 
ebbs away, and open my eyes to see Piotr kneeling over me, 
a wicked smile on his face. His fingers are still inside of me, 
and he pulls them out now, grinning even wider to see the 
way my eyes widen at the sensation. 


Now, at last, he reaches for his own belt buckle. I watch 
him, breathing heavily and trying to catch up with myself. 
Something in me instinctively pulls my legs together, closes 
the path to him. I feel my heart speeding, nerves and fear 
coming back to me now at the thought of what comes next. 


“What is it?” he asks, frowning and dropping his hands from 
the zip of his pants. 


I shake my head, not wanting to worry him. But he has that 
look on his face that I’ve seen before, the determination to 
get to the bottom of things. He won’t let it rest. 


“T’m just nervous,” I say. 
“Why, ‘tina?” he asks. “You don’t need to be nervous of me.” 


“T know.” I suck in a breath, trying to will myself to be brave 
and tell him the truth as I fold my arms over my chest, a 
small attempt to cover my nakedness. “It’s just.. I’ve 
never...” 


Some form of realization flashes through his eyes. 
“Valentina, are you a virgin?” 


I swallow before giving him a brief, sharp nod, unable to 
meet his eyes. 


“That’s it,” he says, redoing his belt buckle. “We’re done for 
the night.” 


“Done?” I half sit up, shocked. Is he so put off by my lack of 
experience that he doesn't want me now? 


Piotr draws a soft blanket from the back of the couch and 
pulls it over my body, the fabric cool on my skin. “This is no 
place, or time, for you to experience your first time. It needs 
to be special.” 


I think back on the day, the bar, the restaurant, this suite, 
even the dress. “This is special.” 


“No, darling,” he says, shaking his head and giving me a 
serious look. “That was Thursday. What I’m going to do for 
you will change the meaning of special. I promise you that.” 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


P iotr 


I know that Valentina is nervous, and I never want her to 
feel that way again. After we have our first time, and I take 
her virginity, she will only welcome me. She will want it so 
bad that she'll beg for it. I want only good memories for her, 
especially to ease the discomfort that I know most women 
experience their first time. 


I won’t allow her to throw away her virginity like something 
that never mattered. No, my Valentina is going to have the 
time of her life. She’s going to remember this weekend 
when we’re old. I want it to send a fire through her blood 
even then, to think of how far I went to make everything 
perfect for her. 


I cancel all of my meetings for the day and stay in our 
rooms. Valentina stays on her side of the suite, so I can 
arrange things and still keep them a surprise. I don’t want 
her to know what awaits until it’s time to experience it. 


I start with bookings at an exclusive spa, for the both of us. 
We’ll pamper our bodies in the morning, with massages and 


saunas and treatments. She’ll have a manicure, pedicure, 
time with a hair stylist. When we leave, she’ll feel like a 
million bucks. 


Afterwards lunch spent overlooking a gorgeous view, we'll 
go on to the department store in town which stocks only 
high-end, luxury brands. There, Valentina will have her pick 
of whatever she wants. Anything at all, from diamonds to 
couture to face creams made from deep-sea pearls, 
anything for my girl. 


Just when she begins to tire of shopping, I’ll have us booked 
for the most sought-after restaurant here. Normally one 
would have to wait six months to get a private table on their 
romantic, secluded balconies, with a live string quartet 
playing as fifteen courses of the most exquisite cuisine are 
brought out to us. We’ll eat oysters, chocolate, strawberries 
- everything that’s known to have the qualities of an 
aphrodisiac. 


Finally, back here; where I’ll have them make up the master 
suite with candles, rose petals, soft lighting, mood music, all 
of it. It'll be ready for her, the most sensual velvet and satin 
sheets, everything as perfect as one could achieve. She'll 
love it - and she will be mine, then, finally and irrevocably. I 
feel it deep in my bones. After this weekend, we’ll never be 
apart again. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


\ / alentina 


As Friday winds away, I find myself sitting by the window in 
my room, watching the world go by - what little of it I can 
see from these secluded suites. I can at least see the 
winding road that passes by our building, the passage that 
leads from the reception desk up to the accommodation. 
Piotr’s men sit casually on a low stone wall or lean against 
the cars, making sure that no one can trouble us. 


I don’t know what he’s doing, but only that I’m excited to 
find out. He told me he had to prepare a surprise, and that I 
should wait in my rooms or go out so as not to spoil it by 
overhearing his plans. I’m sitting and daydreaming as I look 
outside, imagining what wonderful things he’ll come up 
with. I’m sure I can’t come anywhere close to the luxuries 
that are normal for him. 


But it’s because I'm looking out of the window that I see a 
new car arrive and come to a stop outside. The men don’t 
seem concerned - they even step forward to open the door 


and help the person on the passenger side climb down from 
the four by four. 


I recognized her immediately, and I wish I didn’t. Irina. 


So far on this trip, we’ve seen little of her. She’s been busy 
with the business side of things, keeping to herself in a 
room on the other side of the complex that Piotr 
deliberately arranged. Now, though, the sight of her sends 
my heart down to my stomach. She’s dressed to kill in a 
pencil skirt and stilettos, and she looks determined. She 
holds a binder and several electronic devices in her arms as 
she clip-clops in tiny steps up the stairs to the suites. 


I can’t help myself. I creep over to the door, and try to listen 
in. The wood is thick, and though I hear her come into the 
room, I can only hear muffled voices - not what they’re 
actually saying. 


I shouldn’t eavesdrop, but I feel suspicious. Something 
about Irina makes me think I should be on my guard, and 
that means knowing what she’s up to. Why is she here? I 
need to know. 


I slowly turn the door handle and push it open as carefully 
as possible, to let the sound it without alerting them to my 
presence. 


“ — Cancelled all of your meetings,” Irina is saying, and she 
doesn’t sound pleased at all. 


“That’s my prerogative, Irina. If you recall, I’m the one in 
charge here.” 


“Not for much longer if you allow everything to fall. You 
have responsibilities. You can’t just drop them for some 
girl.” Irina must know she’s crossing a line, because her 
voice drops before she adds. “Sir.” 


“I can do what I like, when I like.” Piotr’s voice sounds 
dangerous, carefully controlled and full of menace. “You 
don’t tell me how to run my business. Is that clear?” 


I try to peer around the room through the small gap, to 
catch sight of them. As I do so, I slip slightly and bump my 
shoulder against the door, sending it towards the wall. 
Though I attempt to catch it, it still hits the wall with a 
crash, and now I can see them both - staring up at me. 


There’s a pause before Irina speaks again, ducking her 
head. “That’s clear, sir.” 


“Good. Now -” Piotr starts, but she cuts him off. 


“Its clear that you have found a new toy that you enjoy 
playing with,” Irina says, raising her head again and fixing 
me with flashing, angry eyes. “I’m sure that you’re having a 
lot of fun here. But playtime is for when the work is done.” 


“Excuse me?” Piotr asks, his voice so low and tight it makes 
me gulp. I’m looking down at her with the same sentiment, 
wondering what she thinks she’s saying. 


“Tell me, did you really think this was something?” she asks, 
addressing me directly now. “That he loved you or would 
make an honest woman out of you? Piotr is not the first man 
of his kind I have worked for. They are all the same. Wives 
in the city plucked from high fashion catwalks to be their 
supermodel trophies, and sluts in their holiday homes to 
fuck when they feel like playing.” 


“No,” I say, shaking my head, looking at Piotr for 
confirmation. “It’s not like that.” 


Irina smirks at me, folding her arms across her chest 
smugly. “It says a lot, don’t you think that he brought you 
here? Out of the way of the eyes of the people he actually 
knows and respects. Somewhere hidden and secret, where 


his reputation would not be tarnished from being seen with 
someone like you.” 


I know what she means with her ‘someone like you’. A 
curvy, fuller-figured woman. Not a stick thin insect with 
fake boobs like her. 


Though I don’t want them to, her words cut me like a knife. 
Could it really be true? All I want is for Piotr to look at me 
and tell me it isn’t true - or even to say it with his eyes - but 
he is staring right at Irina. 


Could he really only want me for sex, to be enjoyed in 
secret? Could it really be that he sees me as so disgusting 
we can’t be seen in public together where it matters? 


Has this all just been part of some game? 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


P iotr 


My blood is boiling, as if my whole body has turned into a 
kettle. I’m so angry I think I finally understand why 
cartoons always portray the furious as having steam coming 
out of their ears. 


What she’s said here cannot be forgiven, or forgotten. 


Before I have the chance to say anything, I hear another 
crash and look up to see that Valentina has shut the door 
between our rooms. I know she must be confused, and 
likely upset, and soon I will go to her and allay all of her 
fears. First, though, I must deal with this viper in the nest - 
and get her out of my sight for good. 


“Trina,” I say, my tone deceptively quiet and level. I wait 
until I have her full attention, the smug smile dripping off 
her dumb bimbo face. “ You are fired.” 


The smile disappears immediately. She even goes a little 
white. “What? But -” 


“First of all for the fact that your conduct has been very 
much less than professional,” I carry on, bulldozing over 
her objections and refusing to give her a chance to speak. 
“Secondly because you refused a direct order. I told you I 
was not to be disturbed.” 


n 


“I couldn’t let you ruin... 
her off again. 


she tries, but I’m already cutting 


“And thirdly because you are a lying hussy, and so very 
wrong about everything.” 


This last statement makes her suck in a breath and move 
back, as if I had slapped her in the face. 


“What?” She shakes her head, like an impression of a 
confused blonde in a comedy sketch. She looks just as 
stupid as she really is. “But that fat bitch is so beneath you. 
You could have any woman...any woman you wanted ...you 
don’t have to stoop that low just for a quick fling.” 


“Stoop?” I scoff. “Valentina is so high above me I need a 
ladder just to kiss her feet. Come, now, Irina. Don’t tell me. 
You really thought that if you hung around and kept 
surrounding me with women you thought were ugly, I would 
fall in love with you instead?” 


Her mouth opens and closes like a fish. “But - you can’t love 
her - she’s so - she’s...” 


“She’s beautiful,” I say. My voice has grown louder as we 
talk, and I don’t bother to modulate it. Let it be loud. Let 
Valentina hear every word I say, even through the door. I 
want her to know that I’m defending her, that I will always 
defend her. “She is mine. She will always be mine. Not just 
for the two weeks we are here, but always. She will come 
home with me, and she will stay. I fully intend to take care 
of her every need from now on.” 


Irina couldn’t look more like a dying fish if she tried. I take 
her by the elbow and forcibly march her over to the door, 
where one of my men waits outside at all times. I thrust her 
bodily towards him, entrusting her to his care. 


“Vlad, make sure that this piece of trash is taken far away 
from here,” I say. “And rescind all of her security 
clearances, starting with taking her keys and any company 
property she has. I don’t want her coming back like a bad 
penny.” 


With that, I shut the door on my former assistant’s stupid, 
condescending face. I feel lighter than I have in a while. I 
suppose I didn’t realize exactly how much irritation Irina 
was causing, and how tiring it was to have her around. 


I have someone much better, and I wouldn’t trade her for 
all of the supermodels in the world. 


I turn back and stride across the floor of my suite, ready to 
go to Valentina and tell her that everything is fine. She must 
know that I care too much for her to ever let a woman like 
Irina come between us. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


\ / alentina 


Piotr wouldn’t look at me. 
It must all be true. 


I turn and slam the door between our suites shut, then lock 
it for good measure, putting space between us. He said that 
he didn’t have a key for the door, and if that is true then I at 
least have some time. Still, I’m not prepared to sit around 
and wait for him to buy me another necklace to make it all 
go away. 


I won’t be his hired prostitute, a plaything just for the 
weekends. I won’t ever allow a man to treat me like that. 


I grab just a few things - some clothing to last for a couple 
of days, my phone, toiletries, and my handbag - and shove 
them into a suitcase. Unfortunately, everything I have with 
me are things that he bought, otherwise I would leave it all 
behind. But I can’t leave without a change of clothes and a 
toothbrush. I have to think at least a few days ahead. 


There’s one more thing that he can buy me, and that’s a 
ticket out of here. I use my cell to Google and then call a 
local taxi as I pack, and they assure me they’ll be here 
within minutes. When I gave them the address of this hotel, 
I should have figured that they would want to arrive as 
quickly as possible. They know the kind of money that 
guests here have. 


I take the credit card he gave me to go shopping with, 
promising myself that I will pay only for the taxi and then 
break it up and throw it away. I won’t take anything more 
from him, only my escape. 


There’s no one in the hall as I leave via the personal 
entrance that connects to my room and only my room, 
except for Piotr’s man. His guard dog. How could I have let 
myself get into this situation, where guards are needed not 
only to keep me safe - but to keep me locked in? 


He says nothing, only looks at me and gives a stoic nod as I 
leave the room. He’s been instructed to let me come and go 
as I please, so he does. If he wonders why I have a suitcase 
and a jacket over my arm, he says nothing. 


I take the stairs as fast as I can while also carrying my light 
suitcase, and I’m almost running by the time I hit the 
ground. I pass by more of Piotr’s men, all of them waiting to 
take me anywhere I want to go, and carry on moving. 


It’s a long, winding walk to the reception, but by walking in 
a straight line down the middle of the road and ignoring all 
distractions, I cut the time in half. Dimly, I’m aware - as I 
have been aware since leaving the building - of one of 
Piotr’s men following at a discreet distance. I can’t tell if his 
job is to keep me safe or to keep me from leaving, but he 
won't succeed. IIl be gone, at any cost. 


I’m relieved to see the cab pulled up outside of the 
reception hall by the time I arrive. I don’t stand on 
ceremony. I get into the back of the car, hauling my suitcase 
in next to me so that I don’t have to wait for the driver to 
stow it in the trunk. 


“Where to, ma’am?” he asks, looking at me quizzically in 
the rearview mirror. 


“First, just drive,” I say, looking out of the window at the 
guard now approaching faster, talking into a mouthpiece, 
his eyes fixed directly on us. “Quickly, please. Go!” 


As the taxi driver pulls away, I try to think things over. 
Where can I go? Where could I possibly go that he won’t 
find me? 


I could go home, but Piotr knows my home address. Of 
course he does - it’s probably in my employee file. If I go 
there, he’ll be able to find me any time he wants. 


I think of the man in the courtyard I saw him punching, 
hard. I think of the creep in the bar and his broken fingers. 


Piotr has never yet been angry with me. I don’t want to find 
out what will happen if he is. 


But I’m an orphan, a nobody. I don’t have connections or 
friends in high places. My various foster families would 
never help me, not now when there’s no government money 
in it for them. 


There is one person. A distant cousin, someone I found out 
about by chance. We’ve spoken a few times over the phone, 
mostly about my mother, who he barely knew at all. He 
couldn’t even tell me the full details of how she was killed, 
even when I stressed how important it was to me. 


But I do know where he lives, and I know that he’ll help me. 
In our conversations he’s always seemed kind and gentle, 
the sort of man who would help someone in distress. No one 
else knows of our connection. He’s perfect. 


I give the taxi driver the address and sit back, feeling my 
heart racing at the adrenaline of my flight, and the things I 
have just left behind. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


P iotr 


“Valentina?” I knock on the door again. I listen, but hear 
nothing in reply. “Come on, ‘tina. Open the door. It isn’t 
what you think. I promise.” 


Still nothing. I sigh. I didn’t want to do this, but she has left 
me with very little choice. 


It’s true that I don't have a key to the door that divides our 
apartments here. I made that choice so that she would feel 
safe, and I wouldn't lie to her about it. 


But what I did not mention is that I have a master key to the 
front door, the one that opens out into the hall. 


I walk outside and over to her door, knowing that she’ll 
forgive me for this small deception once I explain 
everything. After all, weren’t we beyond closing off our 
Spaces now anyway? Isn’t it time that we threw open all 
doors and shared everything together? 


I unlock the door and walk in, looking around for her. The 
area is smaller than mine - after all, my side of the suite 
includes the entertainment room and master bath with all 
the amenities - but there are still rooms to check. 


It’s when I go into the bedroom that my heart slows. 


No sign of her anywhere, and a few clothes ripped hastily 
from hangers and dropped on the bed or the floor. Her 
purse is missing, and along with it, one of the small 
suitcases that she used to transport her new belongings 
here. 


I dart into the bathroom, find the marble surfaces bare of 
any sign of a toothbrush or makeup bag, shampoo or 
conditioner. 


She’s gone. 
I rush back outside to find Vlad just returning. 
“Where is she?” I shout. 


“Sir?” A frown flits across his face. “I escorted her away 
from the premises as you requested. Irina has been relieved 
of all of her -” 


“Not Irina,” I yell, grasping him by the collar of his coat. 
“Valentina! Where is she?” 


“Oh.” His expression clears. “Sir, I witnessed her leaving 
just a minute or so before you requested me to take care of 
Irina.” 


“You didn’t say anything?!” 
“You told us that she was free to move as she pleased.” 


I drop him in exasperation, wheeling around to look down 
the corridor. Where did she go? How far could she have 
gone in the time that has elapsed. 


=o 


I turn to look at Vlad. He looks sheepish, like he doesn’t 
want to say what he has to say next. 


“Miss Valentina was carrying a suitcase.” He hesitates for a 
second, pressing his finger to his ear as someone speaks 
into it. “I’m just hearing from downstairs that she got into a 
cab at reception. They weren’t able to keep up with her.” 


“They weren’t able to keep up with a woman carrying a 
suitcase through a hotel complex?” I snap at him, 
disbelieving what I’m hearing. “Mobilize everyone, right 
now. Get them out there, all of them. They find her, and they 
find her five minutes ago. Is that clear?” 


“Yes, sir.” 


Vlad snaps into action, talking rapidly into his mouthpiece, 
giving orders across the board. I pace backwards and 
forwards restlessly, thinking about where she could have 
gone. Back home? Would she do that, knowing I could 
simply follow her? She has no money here; maybe I can 
trace her cards. If she uses them anywhere, IIl know. 


Christ, I hope it doesn’t come to that. I need Valentina back 
now - right in front of me, ready to hear my explanation. To 
know that Irina was just a crazy bitch, and that I have no 
intentions of hiding her away or abandoning her. 


“Where do you want me, boss?” Vlad asks, and although my 
rage and desperation wants to answer with something like 
the bottom of a river, I have a better idea. 


“With me,” I say, darting back into my suite. “I’ll collect a 
few things and we'll go. I want to be on the road. I’m joining 
the search.” 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


\ / alentina 


“Please, do take a seat,” Ivan says, watching me closely as 
he hangs up my coat on a peg by the door. “Make yourself 
at home.” 


I must look strange to him. Dressed in fine, expensive 
clothing that’s more suitable to an evening meal at a fancy 
restaurant than his small home in the middle of the 
countryside, my face red and patchy with tears. In spite of 
myself, I couldn’t hold in the pain as we drove here. I ended 
up sobbing on the back seat while the taxi driver watched 
me anxiously in the rearview mirror. 


I suppose Ivan didn’t ever expect to see me here, much less 
getting out of a taxi with a fare to pay that would make 
most people faint. But he seems like a gracious enough 
host, and hasn’t yet asked me what I’m running away from. 
I’m grateful for that. 


“If I’d known you were coming, I would have gone out for 
something special,” he apologizes, dashing around his small 
kitchen - an area that joins the living room where I’m 


currently sitting without any barriers - and opening and 
closing cupboards. “I don’t have much to offer you, I’m 
afraid. Mostly just soup and frozen meals. With it only being 
me out here, I don’t usually prepare anything fancy.” 


“T don’t mind,” I say, offering him a weak smile. It’s true. I 
don’t even know if I’m hungry. 


Ivan stops fussing about in the kitchen and holds a hand to 
his forehead for a moment, drawing my eyes to his thinning 
hairline. He looks like someone who lost a lot of weight, 
once, and has never really managed to shift the loose skin. 
Or maybe it was a more recent occurrence. I can’t really 
tell. 


“Look at me, flapping around like some nervous housewife,” 
he says, huffing out a laugh at himself. He sits down 
opposite me on a worn armchair, clasping his hands on his 
lap. “I suppose you didn’t come for my hospitality. More like 
for answers, am I correct?” 


I think about it. “Sanctuary, first,” I say. “But, yes. I suppose 
I did think of coming here to learn more about where I 
come from. You’re my only family that I know of.” 


“Yes...” Ivan trails off, his eyes finding a point on the floor 
and sticking there. He looks haunted. “I’m sorry that I 
couldn’t take you in. I know you spent your life in and out of 
foster care. I just... well, I was a young man back then, too. I 
was never in any kind of position where I could look after a 
baby. As you can see, I’ve never had much to my name. I live 
a simple life out here.” 


“You don’t need to apologize,” I tell him. It’s true that I 
always wished there was someone who could take care of 
me, and really love me, but it was my parents that I wanted. 
I don’t voice the thought that might hurt his feelings, but I 
can see even by looking around this bare room that Ivan 


would never have been able to take care of me. It barely 
seems as though he looks after himself. 


“Still,” Ivan presses. “I am sorry for it. Perhaps in another 
life, if I had been someone else, I might have been capable.” 


“That’s all in the past now,” I say. I take a sip of the water he 
had presented me with after I entered. “But I barely know 
anything about what happened...before that. Why I needed 
to go into foster care in the first place.” 


I’m stepping gingerly around the subject. Even though it’s 
something that I’ve known about my whole life, I’m still 
uncomfortable with talking about it out loud, the death of 
my parents. Maybe I was never able to come to terms with 
it because I never understood what happened. 


“You mean what happened to your parents,” Ivan says, 
heaving a deep sigh. He looks down at his hands. “I always 
knew you would ask, one day. From the moment I first 
received your letter, I guessed that you would be curious. I 
just hoped, I suppose, that we could keep putting it off.” 


“Ts it really so terrible to talk about?” I ask. 


Ivan pauses before replying, looking for an answer 
somewhere deep inside. “Yes. And no. The truth is, well... I 
don’t have much of an answer to give you. I know that you 
want to know what really happened to them...but so do I.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“Their deaths, Katarina and Fyodor - they didn’t just... die. 
There was no car crash, no tragic accident. They were 
killed, Valentina. Murdered. And the police never managed 
to discover who it was that killed them.” 


His words strike my heart like a knife. To know that your 
parents are dead is one thing. To discover a terrible 


injustice - and then to know that no one ever paid for it - is 
another thing altogether. 


I can barely speak. “What happened?” I manage to get out. 


“It was when you were still just a baby, less than a year old. 
Fyodor and Kat had been married only a few years 
themselves. Everyone loved them. I remember back then at 
family gatherings - well, Fyodor was an only child, we may 
seem a small family; but there were more of us then. My 
parents, too. And the oldest sibling, an uncle to both myself 
and Fyodor. He never had children himself, and I’m the last 
of my line, too. But when we got together, as we sometimes 
did for special times of the year, why, Kat was always the 
star of the show. So beautiful, we joked that Fyodor must 
have kidnapped her. But the truth was, he was a charming 
man. Well-liked. No wonder he found such a beautiful and 
kind wife.” 


I close my eyes against the tears that threaten to spill out. I 
can picture them in my mind’s eye. I’ve seen a picture of 
them together - only one - with myself held in my mother’s 
arms. They are smiling in that picture. I’ve always thought 
that they must have been happy. 


There’s so much more I want to know, but for now, I need to 
hear the rest of the story. “What then?” 


“It came as a shock to all of us. Your grandparents were 
elderly, your grandfather had a heart attack when he heard. 
They couldn’t have looked after you. My father had passed 
away by then. Anyway, I’m getting ahead of myself, it was a 
winter’s day, and they had decided to go on an outing. They 
left you strapped in their car for just a brief moment as they 
went ran into a shop, but they never returned. It was a 
concerned citizen who reported you to the police, a crying 
infant left abandoned in a car.” 


“They didn’t abandon me,” I protest, tears rolling now down 
my face. “They didn’t have the choice.” 


“That’s right,” Ivan says, nodding. His voice is soft and kind, 
but he knows I need to hear it all. “Somewhere between the 
store and the car, they were shot - both of them. It was a 
secluded alley they had chosen to take as a shortcut to get 
back to you more quickly. There were no witnesses, at least 
none that were willing to speak.” 


“What do you mean?” I ask, my ears pricking up at his final 
words. 


“Well,” Ivan hesitated, shifting in his chair. “I don’t know if I 
should even say this, but - there were some rumors at the 
time. Suggestions that the witnesses couldn’t come forward 
because of who it was that pulled the trigger. That it was a 
mafia man, a mobster on a hit.” 


My breath catches in my chest. 


A mafia man - a man like Piotr. A man with a gun who had 
taken the lives of my parents when all they wanted was to 
get back to me quickly. And why? 


“There was no reason behind it that anyone could ever 
figure,” Ivan says, as if hearing my thoughts. “Valentina, I 
knew your parents. There was not a bad bone in either of 
their bodies. There’s no way they were mixed up with the 
mafia. There just isn’t. Personally, over the years I’ve settled 
on the thought that it was only a robbery gone wrong. 
People can still be scared of a man with a gun even if he 
doesn’t have mafia connections.” 


I barely hear his words. Maybe he’s right and there’s no 
connection, but could it even be possible? That my parents 
were not killed by the mafia, even though fate guided me 
towards one of its most powerful men? 


I don’t know what to say. As he sips his tea in silence, I can 
see that Ivan doesn’t, either. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


P iotr 


“You are sure of the address?” I ask for the second time. 


“Yes, boss,” one of my men tells me over the phone. “We 
found the driver. He swears it, and we found the address in 
his GPS to confirm it. That’s where she is.” 


I hang up, and urge Vlad to drive faster. At last, we have 
her. 


It was her mistake to use my credit card to pay the taxi 
fare. I noticed she had left almost everything else behind, 
but the card I gave her was gone. I put an alert on my 
banking account that would send a message to my phone as 
soon as it was used, and that gave us the taxi company. It 
didn’t take long for my men to find them, interrogate them, 
and find out which of their drivers had just taken an 
exceptionally large fare. 


The money doesn’t even bother me. So long as I can get 
Valentina back, that’s all that matters. 


Something about the address tugs a cord in my memory. 
Where do I know it from? Perhaps I read it in Valentina’s 
employee file. It’s not her home, but perhaps that of a 
relative, or someone that she listed as a reference on her 
resume. 


The drive is interminably long, when all I want to do is hold 
her in my arms and tell her the truth. Make her see that 
there is nothing to fear, that I will always keep her safe and 
look after her. If she knew that, I know that it would make 
all of the difference. 


Vlad and I are the closest to the location out of all of my 
men, so I know that we'll arrive there first. I just wish there 
was a way to speed this car past the limitations of human 
travel and reach her faster than light. 


We pull up outside of a rundown old cottage a long time 
later, where I’m concerned to see signs of neglect all over 
the building. If Valentina is inside, then she’s certainly not 
enjoying the level of comfort I intend to keep her 
accustomed to. My princess shouldn’t be in a place like this. 


I knock hard on the door, cautioning Vlad to stay back 
behind me. The last thing we need is to be a threatening 
presence. The residents must have heard me pulling up 
outside, they know I’m here. If they haven’t yet come to see 
who I’m, it must be out of fear or distrust. 


“Open up!” I shout, when there’s no response to my 
knocking. 


At last, I hear the clink of a lock turning and then the door 
opens just a crack. Through the gap I see at last the 
resident of this address - and I remember why it sounded 
so familiar. 


“Ivan?” I say, meeting his eyes with utter surprise. I’ve 
never been out here, to his home - but we have met many 
times. I know exactly who he is. 


But not why Valentina might be here. 


Ivan forgets about caution and allows the door to swing 
open wide, revealing the interior of the building - and 
Valentina, as lovely as ever, sitting on his couch. I thought 
that I would be relieved to see her, but some other emotion 
is rolling over me instead. 


Our eyes meet, and for the first time in perhaps my entire 
life, I feel light-headed and faint. 


These two? In this place, here, together? 
What kind of madness is this? 


And then I hear her speak, and the rushing in my head 
becomes even louder, and I wonder how I’m still standing. 
Because what she says, as she leaps up from the couch, is. 
“Stay away from my cousin. Ivan, close the door!” 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 


\ / alentina 


I didn’t truly believe that Piotr would follow me out here. 
Perhaps I was naive. I should have known that he would 
have the ability to track me down, no matter where I went. 


Still, it was a shock to see him standing there - and to see 
how pale and deathly white his face went when I called Ivan 
my cousin. How he looked from me to Ivan over and over 
again, as if he were trying to solve a puzzle that he could 
not understand. 


At last, Ivan sighs. “You’d better come in,” he says, in spite 
of my protests. 


“I don’t understand,” Piotr says, sinking heavily down onto 
the small, battered armchair that sits opposite the couch. 
Ivan takes a place next to me, as if it’s the two of us against 
him. “You are related?” 


“Yes,” Ivan says, looking between the two of us himself. “I’m 
not sure I understand either, but I’m beginning to get the 
picture. You two know one another?” 


“T was his maid,” I say flatly, not willing to be drawn into any 
kinder description. 


“She is my love,” Piotr counters, spreading his wide hands 
palm-down on his knees. “I came here to get her back. 
There was a...misunderstanding, and she ran away.” 


“The only misunderstanding is that I would be kept like 
your slave in your holiday home.” I’m not going to give him 
the chance to convince me. I won’t do it. Not for all the fine 
gowns and expensive jewelry in the world. The truth is, the 
feelings I have for him have grown too deep to allow it. It 
would be torture, to be so close to him and yet to mean 
nothing. 


“No - that’s not...” Piotr starts, but Ivan holds up a hand to 
cut him off. 


Curiously, Piotr stops talking. 


I’ve never seen him follow the orders of someone else 
before now. 


What is going on here? 


“You didn’t know who she really is?” Ivan asks, directing his 
question at Piotr. 


He shakes his head slowly, saying nothing. 
“Who I really am?” I repeat. “What are you talking about?” 


Ivan sighs, rubbing a hand back over his hair and exposing 
the diminished hairline even further. “There is a lot to 
unravel here. I think we had better get started.” 


“Are you Saying...?” Piotr asks, his voice suddenly husky and 
catching in his throat. 


Ivan holds up a hand again. “Just wait. I'll begin at the 
beginning and tell you both everything. Valentina, Piotr, 


each of you knows some of the story. Valentina, I’m sorry 
that I didn't tell you more. But I will do it now.” 


I feel my heart racing. “This is about my parents.” 


He nods. “Seventeen years ago, a young married couple 
were gunned down in a small alleyway as they returned to 
their car. They were Fyodor and Katarina, as you already 
know. I told you they had been murdered, but I didn’t tell 
you how I knew that to be a fact. They were killed by the 
Russian mafia. It is no rumor, but the truth. They were 
innocent bystanders when a small faction of men decided to 
oust the head of their house, assassinating him in that same 
alleyway. The fact that a young couple were passing 
through behind him meant nothing to them. They scattered 
bullets everywhere until they were sure that nothing and no 
one was moving in that place.” 


I feel my heart squeeze with pain. To think of my parents - 
innocent, happy people who never did any wrong, killed just 
like that. No rhyme or reason to it. Simply being in the 
wrong place at the wrong time, and faced with people who 
cared so little for human life that they would waste it at will. 


“You,” I say, through the tears streaming down my face. 
“Your men, Piotr. You did this.” 


“No,” he says hoarsely, unable to look up and meet my eyes. 
“Not my men. Not back then.” 


“But you...” 


Ivan cuts me off, just as he did Piotr a moment before. “Let 
him speak, Valentina. What he has to say will surprise you.” 


I have my doubts, but I keep quiet. In this strange situation, 
Ivan is our mediator, and it seems that everything might 
turn out fine so long as we both listen to him. That is the 
spell we are currently under. 


“Seventeen years ago,” Piotr says, still unable to look up. “I 
was a young man. Very young. I had a best friend, a man 
named Fyodor. We grew up together. We were inseparable. 
When he married and had a child, I was as happy as they 
were. His beautiful wife Katarina was what he deserved, 
and their baby...” 


Piotr’s voice breaks and he stops. I can’t believe or 
understand what I’m hearing. He knew my parents? 
How...? 


“One day, all of that changed,” he continues. “I was at work 
when I heard the news. Both of them, dead. Their infant 
daughter left an orphan. I was consumed with sorrow and 
rage. I wasn’t thinking straight. By the time I had any 
clarity, their daughter had gone into care and I was the only 
one left standing. I couldn’t let it go. I couldn’t just let 
people get away with killing the most decent people I had 
ever known. 


“I vowed revenge. Stood by Fyodor’s grave and promised 
on his memory. I went out that week, cut my hair, bought 
myself a new wardrobe, and became a new man. I found 
some low-ranking goons and convinced them to put in a 
good word with their boss, get me a job. 


“I worked hard. I played the part convincingly. I became 
one of them. Steadily working my way up, gaining a 
reputation for being ruthless, making sure that every 
important man knew my name. All I wanted to do was to get 
enough power to find the name of the man who had 
ordered the attack, and take him out.” 


“My father,” I breathe, unable to take it all in. “All of this - 
for him... but I... I was alone...” 


“I know.” Piotr’s mouth set in a hard line as he finally met 
my eyes. “I punished myself for that. Kat and Fyo would 


have wanted me to look after you, but by the time I was in 
any fit state to push for custody, you were already in the 
system. There was no way to get you back, not without 
being a relative or being named in their wills. They didn’t 
think something like that could ever happen to them. They 
made no provision for it.” 


“You could have done something,” I protest, tears still 
springing from my eyes. “ You could have let me know there 
was someone out there who cared, who was fighting for 
them.” 


“T did,” Piotr says. “The packages. At first I sent them every 
month, but then I had to slow it down to stop it from being 
too suspicious. Every Christmas and ever birthday, I sent 
them to you. Didn’t you wonder where they came from?” 


“What packages?” 


Piotr blinks. “Food, toys, clothes. A big box with enough to 
see you through the year. You don’t remember?” 


“T never received anything,” I say, feeling the blow hit me in 
my chest. Of course. My foster parents had never really 
cared about me - any of them. As much as I had bounced 
around the system, I had never found anyone who was good 
enough to want to share their wealth with me. And if I’d 
been receiving expensive gifts, well, they would have been 
sold for cash - or given to the family’s biological children 
instead. 


Piotr blows air out through his nose, shaking his head. “I’m 
sorry that was taken from you.” 


“But how did you not know who I am?” I ask, the question 
rearing its obvious head. “If you were sending me gifts all of 
these years - how could you go so far as to hire me and still 
not know...?” 


“They didn’t name you Valentina,” he says. “Your mother 
and father, they gave you a different name. Natalya. That is 
how I have always known you. I wasn’t aware that your 
foster parents had changed your name.” 


“Something else that was stolen from me,” I whisper. 
Natalya. I would have had such a different life, if my 
parents had not been killed. If they had not been cruelly 
ripped away from me when I was only a child. 


“What now?” Ivan asks. He’s looking mostly at me, but I 
know he means the question in the most general sense. 


“Tf she will allow it,” Piotr says, “I’d like to take Valentina 
home. To our home. My feelings for you haven’t changed. 
Now that I know who you are, I feel even more that I want 
to take care of you. Love you. My life has been on hold for a 
very long time, but I’d like to start living it again - with you 
by my side.” 


I raise my tear-filled eyes to his and manage to nod. I can 
barely believe it myself, but I agree with him. I finally know 
who I am - and it hasn’t changed the way I feel. 


I love this man, even more so now that I know he’s never 
been a bad person. 


He’s always just been, in some indirect way, looking out for 
me. 


“Let’s go home,” I agree, reaching out to take his hand. 


CHAPTER TWENTY 


P iotr 


I can’t stop watching her. My Valentina. So much time has 
passed since I last saw her, just as a little baby. I can’t 
believe she grew into the woman sitting opposite me today. 


“How was your massage?” I ask, taking a sip of my wine 


“Almost as good as this meal,” Valentina says, flicking me a 
smile over her next bite of her meal. 


“T’m glad,” I say. I wanted to make sure that she was as 
comfortable as possible today. Our magical weekend may 
have been cancelled, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t at least 
give her something special. 


It’s been a week since we returned home, and keeping my 
hands to myself has been one of the most difficult tasks of 
my life. I thought once that it was hard to play the part ofa 
mafia man, becoming the thing I hated. It’s nothing 
compared to holding myself back from Valentina. But I 
promised her it would be special, and special it will be. 


She’s wearing the emerald and diamond necklace that I 
gifted her this morning. It looks resplendent next to the 
green velvet of her gown, setting off the color of her eyes in 
a way that makes me wild. 


“I appreciate all of this,” she says, gesturing around with a 
faint blush on her cheeks. “ Really. It’s thoughtful of you.” 


I allow myself a small smile of victory. Yes, it was very 
thoughtful. I know she isn’t over her shock entirely yet, of 
having her entire worldview changed. She learned only a 
week ago that her parents were murdered, and by the type 
of men that we are both surrounded with. It’s been a lot for 
her to deal with. 


That’s why I made sure to arrange everything so that she 
could be comfortable right here, in our home. The gifts 
delivered by hand from fancy stores, the massage therapist 
and the salon girls hired to give her her very own in-home 
spa day, and now this, the most exclusive restaurant in the 
city, set up temporarily right here in our dining room. 


The most private table I have ever booked. 


“T want you to be comfortable, always,” I tell her. “I don’t 
want you to think that you’re in any danger. You aren’t, not 
here. Not while I’m with you.” 


“You or your boys,” she says, nodding over at Vlad with a 
wry smile. He stands with his back to us, facing the window, 
looking for any hint of danger. 


“Or my boys,” I agree, with a small chuckle. She and Vlad 
have had something of a testy relationship, particularly 
since I scolded him so much for letting her escape. But I 
know he’s loyal, and that he likes her. She feels it too. He 
would never let anything happen to his boss’s girl. 


A flash of something crosses Valentina’s face, gone almost 
before it appeared, but I saw it. A worry, fear, concern. 


“What is it, my love?” 


She hesitates, glancing around. “I can’t help but think of 
them. The people who - did that. If they’re still out there.” 


I reach across the table for her hand. This is my fault. I 
should have told her sooner. “The business that we had to 
attend to...the reason we went away. It was related to your 
parents’ deaths. It was the last thing I had to do. Him - the 
man who ordered the hit. We had found him at last. It’s all 
been taken care of now, my sweet. He won’t be hurting 
anyone else ever again.” 


Valentina breathes for a moment, just breathes. She looks 
at the table, and when she’s composed herself again, she 
meets my gaze. “What about the others? The ones who 
pulled the trigger?” 


I squeeze her hand, careful not to hurt her. “Every last 
person who had anything to do with it. We took them one by 
one, darling. All of the way up the chain. They’re gone. The 
revenge I swore all of those years ago is complete.” 


She processes this for a while, taking it in; at last she lifts 
her wine glass and drains it. “To my parents,” she says. 


“To Fyo and Kat,” I reply, raising my glass and doing the 
same. “May they rest now peacefully.” 


“I know they do,” Valentina says, dashing a tear from her 
eye with a defiant hand. “All that is done with now. We can 
look forward to the future.” 


I lift her hand to my lips and kiss it. “And to the future we 
will look.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 


\ / alentina 


This day has been unlike any other in my life. I know I’m 
going to remember it for as long as I live. The gifts, picked 
out by Piotr with feeling and attention. My own special spa 
day right here in our home - the house I now truly consider 
to be my home - and then this dinner, the best I’ve ever 
tasted. 


The only way any of it could have been matched was by the 
depth of emotion I felt as Piotr told me it was all over. My 
parents were avenged. We could put it all behind us. 


With the meal cleared away, we sit together now in the 
lounge, finishing the bottle of wine we started and talking 
quietly. I’m barely listening to what he says to me. All I can 
think about is what’s coming next. Surely, now, at last, he’ll 
give me what I want. 


My eyes stray to his trousers, over the bulge between his 
legs, and I tear them away guiltily. I shouldn’t look. I should 
wait. 


“Valentina,” he says, with a hint of amusement. “What’s on 
your mind?” 


“Nothing,” I say, far too quickly for it to be anything but 
suspicious. 


“Nothing, hmm?” he asks, leaning forward and plucking the 
empty glass from my hands. “Why don’t we explore that 
nothing further in the master bedroom?” 


My knees go weak at his words, my mouth dry. I want this 
so badly, and I know he will make sure that I enjoy it. I take 
his offered hand and allow him to draw me to my feet, 
pulling me along behind him as we walk the familiar halls. 


The bedroom, though, is not how I remember it. Soft rose 
petals are everywhere, and the room is lit by the light of 
hundreds of candles. A light floral scent hangs in the air, 
and low music is coming from somewhere, sensual and soft. 


It’s perfect. 


I’m shaking as I turn to face him, knowing that now is the 
time. 


“Leave everything to me, darling,” he says, taking my hands 
and bringing them to his lips. “You don’t have to be 
nervous. Just enjoy.” 


The kisses on my fingers extend up my arms, over my neck 
where chills run down my spine, and finally to capture my 
mouth. As he kisses me deeply and passionately, he slips his 
hands around me to slowly pull down the zip of my dress. 


“T want you,” I moan, as he releases my mouth to kiss my 
neck again. 


He looks up, an amused expression combined with his 
hooded gaze. “What do you want, ‘tina?” 


I’m brave for a moment. I say it, without allowing myself to 
be nervous. “I want your cock.” 


He growls, low in his throat, an unexpected sound that runs 
right to my belly and lights a fire there. He tears off his own 
jacket and shirt, discarding them on the floor before moving 
to kiss me again, pulling my dress down to the floor as he 
walks me steadily backwards. I place my hands on his broad 
chest, feeling the warmth of his skin, the way his muscles 
flex under my hands as he moves. I think I must be in 
heaven. 


My calves hit the end of the bed, and Piotr stops, unhooking 
my bra and pulling it away only to replace the fabric with 
his large hands. He groans and dips his head to bury it in 
my chest for a moment, his fingers working at my nipples to 
elicit little peaks and jolts of pleasure. He kneads the flesh 
of my breasts, never too roughly to hurt, always just enough 
to show me how much he appreciates my body. 


“Goddess,” he breathes, before he gently moves to push me 
down onto the bed. My ass hits the satin sheets, and before 
I can react he’s on his knees in front of me, tugging at the 
lace of my panties to pull them down over my legs and out 
of the way. 


“Yes,” I murmur, realizing what he intends to do and so 
carried away with desire that I can’t hold myself back. Oh, 
yes. If he will make me feel the way he did the first time... 


I lose all sense as his tongue worms deep inside me, then 
pulls out to lick long and slow across my folds and into a 
lapping motion that sets me on fire. 


I have been waiting for this all week. The feel of his tongue, 
and his fingers, working me over makes me lose control. I 
gasp out his name, clutching onto his shoulder for support. 


“Your pussy tastes so good,” he says, breaking for air only 
momentarily. Even that much of a break in his ministrations 
is agonizing, but his words make it all the more intense. I 
feel a mixture of pleasure and pride, gasping for air as he 
pushes one of his fingers inside me. 


I’m so wet, it glides in and out with barely any resistance. I 
think about the fact that soon it won’t just be his finger 
inside me - the anticipation - and it tips me over the edge. 


“T - Piotr, I - ah!” I cry out, my body twitching with the 
pleasure running all over me as waves pulse through all my 
nerve endings. He doesn’t stop, his tongue lapping up all of 
my juices, making the ecstasy last even longer than it ever 
has before. 


If every night with him could be like this... 


Piotr gets to his feet above my naked, panting form and 
starts to undo his belt buckle. That’s enough to get my 
attention, afterglow or no afterglow. Finally, after all this 
wait, l'll get what I want. I’ve never been so nervous, and 
excited, in all my life. 


When he drops his pants to the floor, I can see that he’s 
already hard. There’s a shape inside his boxer briefs, 
unmistakably tenting them. I can’t wait to see it in person. 
He sees my eagerness as he cups himself, stroking his 
fingers along his length through the fabric. 


“You want this, don’t you?” he asks, his voice husky. 


His powerful frame towers over me. His broad shoulders, 
the light smattering of hair over his chest - a few of them 
already grey, which has never mattered to me. His thighs 
and legs are strong and built, and his biceps bulge as he 
moves his hand. 


I want it. I want all of him. 


“Yes,” I breathe. 
“Tell me what you want,” he growls. 
“T want - you. I want your cock inside of me.” 


He pulls down his underwear and drops them to the floor, 
making me gasp out loud as his cock bounces up, free from 
restriction. It’s bigger than I could have imagined, thick and 
long, and crossed with a bulging vein that runs along its 
length. It twitches now as if in response to my reaction. 


“Come here,” he says, throwing himself onto the bed over 
me, his knees on either side of my hips. He grabs my chin to 
kiss me with urgent passion, then hooks his hands under my 
shoulders to lift me further up the bed. My head rests on 
the satin pillows, sinking into the plush softness, as he 
guides my hand to touch him. 


God, he’s so thick. I can barely wrap my hand around his 
cock. I wonder how it will feel, inside me... but I hope I 
don’t have long to wait before I find out. I grasp him harder, 
hearing him hiss in response, and run my fingers lightly 
along his length to the tip. It’s shiny and sticky with fluid, 
and he groans out loud when I rub my fingers through it 
and all around his head. 


“Are you ready?” he asks, and this time it’s not the kind of 
dirty talk we’ve been enjoying. I know he means it, from a 
position of care. He wants to make sure I’m not rushing in 
too fast. 


“T’m ready,” I say, looking him in the eyes so he can see that 
I have no doubts. 


He adjusts himself, moving away from my hands and using 
his own to position himself at my entrance. He waits there 
for a long moment, too long, and then begins slowly to push 
himself inside me. 


I’ve never imagined anything like this feeling of fullness. His 
fingers were nothing, nothing compared to this. Every 
moment as he inches inside, I feel like he must be all the 
way inside - there must not be anywhere else for him to go. 
But then he pushes deeper still, running across my 
innermost flesh and calling out new sensations that I’ve 
never dreamed of. 


“Oh, god,” I moan, as he gives an animal cry, coming to rest 
so deeply inside me that I feel his balls against my ass. 


“Piotr,” I whisper. “It’s so big.” 
He hesitates, looking at me with concern. “Too big?” 


I shake my head and bite my lip, trying to convey without 
words just how good it feels. In response he fills his meaty 
palm with one of my breasts, rolling his thumb over my 
nipple as he slowly draws out and thrusts back in. 


It’s all I can do to concentrate on the feeling, the strange 
and alien yet wonderful feeling of him moving inside me. He 
speeds up gradually, until he has enough tempo to make a 
smacking noise each time he sinks the whole of his shaft 
deep inside me, pulling out again faster and making me 
gasp for air. 


“Your pussy feels even better than it tastes,” he says, 
between lungful after lungful of air. “So tight.” 


I can only cry out in return, feeling all the sensitive nerves 
in my center set alight by every move he makes, reaching 
out to grasp hold of his biceps and feel the muscles flexing 
under my fingers. 


“What do you want, baby?” he asks. “Tell me what you 
want.” 


There’s only one thing I want now, even if it never occurred 
to me in those exact terms before. He has already brought 
me to ecstasy, and I want to do the same to him. “I want you 
to cum inside me.” 


I can barely breathe as he groans and pumps harder, both 
his hands kneading my breasts now, his cock inside me 
somehow feeling even bigger after hearing my words. It’s 
like he’s possessed, and maybe I’m possessed too, and we 
are both riding this thing together - this animal sensation 
that we can’t fight. All I know is that the world might end if 
he stops moving inside me right now. 


But then he does, abruptly and without warning, and he 
draws out slowly, panting with just his head still inside of 
me. 


“What...?” I ask, still too out of breath to finish the 
sentence. 


“Don’t want to finish too soon,” he replies, panting happily. 
“T want you to feel good.” 


“I do feel good,” I tell him, as he begins to slide back in, 
agonizingly slow. 


“No,” he grins, correcting me. “ Really good.” 


In and out again, so slowly I can feel every millimeter of the 
skin between us, every nerve ending that lights up one by 
one. Then he pauses again at my entrance, like a 
rollercoaster about to plunge, before he’s thrusting into me 
harder and faster than ever. It’s all I can do to stay afloat, to 
stop from drifting away on this cloud of sensation that is 
everything and everywhere and the only important thing in 
the world. 


He grabs onto my ass, lifting my hips into the air and 
shifting his weight so that he’s kneeling in front of me, 


driving down into me at an angle that gets him even deeper 
inside. It’s so wild, so strange, so wonderful. I can’t cling on 
to anything other than the twisted sheets of the bed inside 
my fists and this explosion between my legs. 


“Valentina!” he cries out at long last, his cock growing 
impossibly large inside of me before his whole body jerks 
with force, pumping his cum deep me. 


I feel a warmth over my whole body, a glow. I did it. Not 
only did I lose my virginity, but I satisfied Piotr - I proved 
that I can be the woman he needs. He flops down beside 
me, out of breath and sweaty but sexier then I have ever 
seen him. 


“T love you,” I say, the words coming out of my mouth before 
I can stop them. Worry instantly floods me, did I say this too 
soon? 


Piotr props himself up on his elbow, looking at me with a 
smile. It lights up his eyes. He’s never been so handsome. “I 
love you too, ‘tina,” he says. 


And the whole world falls into place perfectly. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 


P iotr 


I’m so happy. At last, when I thought my life would forever 
be a story of revenge and bloodshed, something new comes 
along. The only one thing that could ever make any of this 
make any sense. 


Valentina - she still prefers the name she grew up with, 
even knowing it was not the one that her parents chose - is 
everything to me. She is my sun and moon, my stars and 
earth. I don’t know how I ever lived before she came into 
my life. I suppose I wasn’t, not really. 


Knowing how much I love her, there’s nothing that could 
ever tear us apart again. I know that now, and so does she. 
She’s mine. No one else will ever come near her, and if they 
even dared, they would have me to face. No, this is how it 
will be now. Piotr and Valentina, until the end of our days. 


I just have to make it official. 


I’m pacing up and down in the dining room, waiting for her 
to come in for dinner. I thought I would wait until we 


finished eating, but I’m too nervous. 
I can’t wait. 


“Sir, your daily reports.” Alyosha, my - male - new assistant 
enters the room, holding a tablet out in front of him with 
numbers across the screen. I swipe a few pages, barely able 
to read the numbers in my current state. 


“Still working?” 


I turn to see Valentina enter the room, dressed in one of the 
outfits I bought for our trip together. It never gets old, 
seeing her in that dress. She knows that it drives me wild. I 
guess she can’t wait to skip the meal and go to the bedroom 
either - though she’s already become quite adept at 
torturing me by making me wait. 


“Not anymore,” I say. “Thanks, Alyosha. Go home.” 


He takes the hint, and is gone before I can so much as 
glance in his direction to check. 


“You look nice,” she says, standing in front of me and 
tugging playfully at the lapels of the velvet tux jacket I 
chose to put on tonight. “What’s the occasion?” 


“Well, that depends,” I say, trying not to let my nerves show 
through my tight-threaded smile. 


“On what?” 
No time like the present, isn’t that what they say? 


I take a step back from her and drop to one knee, reaching 
inside my inner jacket pocket for the square box that has 
been burning a hole in there all day. “On whether you'll do 
me the honor of agreeing to be my wife.” 


I snap the box open, displaying the heirloom diamond in the 
case. It isn’t huge, but I know she recognizes it. It’s the 


same engagement ring that Fyodor gave to Katarina, and 
that his father gave to his mother. Ivan kept it after they 
died and sent it to me not long ago. 


“Oh, my...” she covers her mouth, her eyes lighting up. 
“Yes! Piotr, yes!” 


“I know we haven’t known each other for long, but it feels 
like fate,” I say. “To find one another like that - we can’t 
deny it. We belong together.” 


“Get up off the floor,” she tells me, her eyes brimming with 
happy tears. “I’ve already said yes.” 


“Right,” I chuckle, standing and slipping the ring onto her 
finger. 


It fits perfectly. 


What more could I ask for in life? 


EPILOGUE 


\ / alentina 


I sit back in the chair in Piotr’s office, leaning back and 
cradling my stomach. Though it may look imposing, this 
chair is secretly one of the most comfortable in the house, 
with padded leather sides that seem to embrace you while 
you sit. 


My belly is so swollen I can barely move these days. It will 
only be a few weeks now before I give birth, and Piotr has 
become almost impossible to deal with. All he wants me to 
do is sit back and rest, while I’m going mad with boredom. 


I lift the framed photograph of us on our wedding day on 
his desk, and smile at it. Everything was so perfect, the 
gorgeous white dress he hired a couturier to custom design 
for me, the fairytale castle setting, the hundreds of guests 
gathered to celebrate our special day. It was all done in a 
whirlwind, with one very harassed wedding planner who 
somehow managed to pull everything together with little 
notice, and it was everything I ever dreamed of. 


We were both so happy on that day. We still are. Piotr used 
to say that there was nothing more he could ever want - but 
he soon realized one more thing that was missing when I 
told him that I had taken a pregnancy test, seven months 
ago. 


I can’t wait to meet this baby - and not just because they 
are currently pressing down on my bladder, making me 
need a bathroom break almost every hour. 


“You’re supposed to be taking a nap.” 


I look up from the photograph to see Piotr watching me 
from the doorway with a sardonic lift of his eyebrow. 


“Well, it’s good for you that I’m not,” I say. “Look at all this 
paperwork that still needs signing off. You’re spending too 
much time out in the bar.” 


Piotr grins, slipping behind me to massage my shoulders. 
“You’re right. How would I survive without you? I’ve just 
approved the last of the renovations. The builders should be 
out by the end of tomorrow.” 


The bar is just one of our latest projects. Now that he’s 
done what he infiltrated the mafia to do, Piotr has been 
taking the opportunity to change things around. With my 
help, he’s been turning the various investments he 
inherited from the last boss into legitimate business 
ventures. 


Some of them were easy, like the strip club we have been 
transforming into the city’s latest trendy hotspot. Others 
had to be sold off to rival families in exchange for stakes in 
serious businesses, or the capital and property used to 
create something entirely new. 


Whatever happens, we’re building something for our family. 
Something that no one will ever be able to take away from 


us with claims of racketeering or illegal activities. Piotr 
won't ever leave my side to disappear into a jail cell. We 
can’t risk that. 


“What time do you want to go down there - oh,” I Say, 
cutting myself off mid-sentence. 


“What's wrong?” Piotr’s hands grip my shoulders tighter 
with concern. 


“I’m sorry about the chair,” I say. “But I think you’d better 
take me to the hospital. I think my waters just broke.” 


“What!” Piotr explodes. “But you’re not due for another 
couple of weeks. This isn’t right! Surely this can’t be right?” 


“Babies come on their own schedule,” I tell him, getting up 
slowly, supporting myself on the arms of the chair. “It’s 
time, whether we like it or not.” 


“Christ,” he says, then rushes into action. “I’ll get the car. 
Stay there. Ill help you out to the courtyard when I’m 
back!” 


I watch him run for the door, and smile to myself. As 
nervous as I might be about giving birth for the first time, I 
know we’re going to be alright. Piotr will be a wonderful 
father. And at last, our family circle will be complete. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


P iotr 


I sit in my favorite chair - the one I have enjoyed most over 
recent years. Not the plush leather chair in the office, even 
after we had it reupholstered. 


No, my favorite chair these days is the lounger in the pool 
house, where I can watch our three kids playing in the 
water. 


Valentina watches over them, relaxing in the water against 
the side, occasionally raising her voice to warn them 
against roughhousing. Ivan, Fyodora, and Katarina, our 
prides and joys, only laugh merrily and continue trying to 
push one another’s heads under the water. 


My phone buzzes on the table, and I pick it up after 
checking the caller ID. Vlad, still one of my most loyal men. 
“Vlad, what is it?” I ask him. 


“Sir, I had a query from the accountant,” he says. 


I cut him off immediately. “What time is it, Vlad?” 


“Just after six in the evening, sir.” 
“And what day is it?” 

“Friday, sir.” 

“And what does that mean.” 


Vlad clears his throat, with some embarrassment. “You 
don’t want to hear about it until Monday morning.” 


“That’s right. This is family time. I pay you enough. You 
make the decision, alright?” 


“Yes, sir.” 


I end the call, putting my phone back on the table, just as 
our oldest - Katarina - splashes water towards where I sit. 


“Daddy, come play with us!” she says, giggling at my 
expression. 


I get up and move to the deep end of the pool, pretending 
at first that I’m only going to walk away. 


“Daddy, pleeeeeeease,” the other kids join in. “Come on, 
Daddy. We love you!” 


I laugh, and turn at the last minute to dive in, splashing 
them all - including Valentina. There’s shrieking and 
laughter around me as the kids pile on, threatening to push 
me under the water. As if, even combined, their small 
bodies wouldn’t be strong enough. 


I swim over to my wife, little Ivan still clinging onto my 
shoulder like a baby monkey, and kiss her on the lips. 


“So, darling,” I say, circling her waist with my arms. “What 
do you say to number four?” 


Valentina giggles happily, then reaches up and dunks me 
under the water. She takes me by surprise, and I go down. 
When I resurface, everyone is laughing at me, and I growl 
in mock rage. 


“Watch out!” I tell them. “Daddy monster’s coming to get 
you!” 


And me and my little family, splash the evening away, until 
it’s time to head inside for dinner and bed. 


My loves. My life. 
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Maid for the Russian Mafia 


BRATVA BEAR SHIFTERS 
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LAIRDS & LADIES 
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RUSSIAN UNDERWORLD 


Book 1: Brooklyn Bratva 
Book 2: British Bratva 
Book 3: Bratva Billionaire 
Book 4: Bratva Babysitter 


IRISH WOLF SHIFTERS 
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